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CHAPTER 1

Personal relationships:
introducing the research problem

1.0

Introduction

The overall importance of personal relationships to human beings is perhaps best
made clear by asking the reader to imagine life without them. Personal relationships
of any kind, be it with spouse, children or parents, but also with friends, colleagues
or neighbours, are by all means vital to human beings. Moreover, society could not
exist without them.
It is, therefore, not surprising that so many sociologists, anthropologists and
social-psychologists have studied personal relationships in all their forms and
functions. Although much of the sociological literature deals with society as a whole
and its influences on the individual, some of the great sociologists recognized that
personal relationships between people were the building stones of that society
(Tönnies, 1887/1979; Simmel, 1908/1922, 1917; Cooley, 1909/1962; Homans, 1951,
1961; Blau, 1964).
Some 15 years ago, long after Durkheim's "Le Suicide" (1897), sociologists, but
also psychologists and epidemiologists, developed a new interest in the beneficial
effect of personal relationships and integration on a person's health and well-being.
Since then an extensive body of literature has emerged, centred around the concepts
of personal network, i.e. the collection of personal relationships a person has, and
social support, i.e. support in times of crisis or in everyday situations received from
the members of that personal network. Characteristics of the personal network, mainly
its size, have been hypothesized and shown to have a positive effect on well-being.
Sections 1.2 and 1.3 further elaborate on the importance of personal relationships.
Knowing these effects on health and well-being the question why some people
have larger and differently composed personal networks than others becomes
particularly important. In this study we try to explain the size and composition of
personal networks as the outcome of a rational choice process. People build personal
networks by assessing the costs and benefits of the available personal relationships
and choosing the ones that produce many benefits and involve little costs. This central
research question is further elaborated in section 1.4.
But first it is paramount to find out how personal relationships can be defined
and how they can be distinguished from 'impersonal' ones. In section 1.1 an attempt
1

is made to reach such a definition.

1.1 Denning personal relationships
It is a well-known phenomenon that concepts which seem to be clear to everybody
at the outset, are the most difficult to define. This also applies to the concept of
personal relationships. An early attempt to make a distinction between different kinds
of relationships was made by Tönnies (1887/1979). He introduced the concepts of
"Gemeinschaft" and "Gesellschaft" to exemplify the basic aspects of a relationship.
"Gemeinschafts' relations are characterized by casualness, tradition, security and
affectivity. The individual is totally involved in and part of the relationship. These
relationships form a 'Gemeinschaft' (community) not because the individual wants to
be part of it, but because the community as a whole wants to be together. Characteristics of 'Gesellschafts' relations are conditionalily, rationality and an orientation
towards the future. The individual is just partly involved in the relationship.
'Gemeinschafts' relations seem to be of a personal nature, while 'Gesellschafts'
relations are more of a businesslike nature. Although the definitions are somewhat
vague, they give a fairly good idea of the differences between personal and impersonal relationships. Tönnies however seems to assume that personal relationships can
only exist in strongly integrated communities based on blood relations and the
neighbourhood. This assumption is also a crucial part of the 'community lost'
hypothesis, to which we will return later on.
According to Cooley (1955: p. 15) 'primary groups' are characterized by
intimate face-to-face association and cooperation. They are primary because they
provide the individual with a sense of social unity (a 'we'-feeling) and they are
relatively stable. As almost universal examples of a primary group he mentions the
family, the play-group of children, and the neighbourhood or community group of
elders. Cooley (1955: p. 17) states that "In our own life the intimacy of the neighbourhood has been broken up by the growth of an intricate mesh of wider contacts...".
He however goes on to continue that nowadays people can easily form clubs and
fraternal societies based on congeniality because they are less bound by place. These
groups can give rise to real intimacy and can therefore also be termed primary groups.
It is noteworthy that both Tönnies and Cooley define personal relationships (or
primary or 'Gemeinschafts' relations) within a group context in stead of in terms of
the dyad itself. This is probably because they had the traditional family and
neighbourhood based community in mind as the prototypic example of personal
relationships. To them the modem industrialized and urbanized society is the set for
impersonalized businesslike relationships. Although no doubt there has been a shift
from 'Gemeinschaft' to 'Gesellschaft', this does not mean that in modem society
there no longer exist personal and intimate relationships.
To reach a definition of a personal relationship at the dyadic level, we have to
turn to socio-psychological literature. Burgess (1981: p. 181) defines a social
relationship as a dyad in which "...the individual interactants know each other (inter2

acting frequently over time), and (...) the nature of those interactions (is) influenced
by the individuals' previous history of interacting with one another". This definition,
however, also leaves room for relationships of a purely businesslike character.
Distinguishing several kinds of relationships can be done according to several
dimensions, such as the content of the relationship, the diversity of interactions, the
quality of interaction and the amount of involvement between two individuals. Thus,
a close or intimate relationship might be described as one with all or some of the
following characteristics: (1) frequent interaction (2) face-to-face interaction (3)
diverse interactions across several behavioural and situational domains (4) substantial
influence on each other's lives (5) repeated attempts to restore proximity during
absence (6) mutual self-disclosure (Burgess, 1981).
Unfortunately, this is not a very strict conceptual definition either. A sharp
distinction between personal and impersonal, primary and secondary, or intimate and
non-intimate relationships cannot be drawn. In our opinion, the content of the
interaction is the most distinctive feature. For instance, when the impact on well-being
is concerned one can think of the different kinds of help and support that are
exchanged. In chapter 4 this idea will be further elaborated into an operational
definition of the personal network.

1.2 The importance of personal relationships
Personal relationships with other human beings are crucial to a person's well-being.
Durkheim (1897/1951), in his famous study about suicide rates, discovered that poor
integration into the community had malignant effects on well-being, resulting in high
suicide rates. Jews, for instance, are the least prone to take their own lives, while
Protestants have the strongest suicidal tendencies. These differences cannot be
explained by psychological factors or religious rules. Protestantism however is a
highly individualized religion which is reflected in a comparatively low level of social
integration. Jewish communities on the contrary are highly integrated.
Other evidence Durkheim found for his hypothesis that suicide is, to a large
extent, caused by poor community ties concerns the low suicide rates in times of war
and revolution when people are drawn together, and the finding that married people
commit suicide less often than those who are not married. Divorce and widowhood
also increase the likelihood of suicide, but less so when there are children who would
stay behind.
These were all forceful arguments in favour of the idea that a lack of personal
relationships has detrimental effects on well-being. It was only in the 1970's,
however, that this idea was rediscovered and became the subject of many research
projects in sociology, psychology and epidemiology. The research literature focuses
on two central topics, social support and social network, which prove appealing to a
great many people. The concept of social network was derived from social network
analysis, a methodology which has developed rapidly since the early 1970's (see also
section 4.2.1). Social support is a more theoretical concept which can serve as an
3

explanation for the association between personal relationships on the one hand and
well-being on the other.
Many studies have reported a positive association between the social support a
person receives, defined here as "...helpful functions performed for an individual by
significant others..." (Thoits, 1985: p. 53), and his or her well-being and health (Cobb,
1976; Thoits, 1982; Cohen & Wills, 1985; House & Kahn, 1985; Wills, 1985). These
helpful functions can be classified into a number of social support dimensions. This
has been done in a number of ways in the literature on social support, but some
degree of consensus has developed. Most classifications are based on the one used by
House (1981). He distinguishes emotional concern, instrumental aid, information, and
appraisal. Later research additionally acknowledged the importance of social
companionship as a, less obvious, form of support (Wills, 1985). Of the dimensions
used by House, emotional and instrumental support are conceptually most clear and
independent of one another. Information and appraisal support can be reduced to these
dimensions (Veiel, 1985; Wills, 1985). Three separate dimensions can therefore be
distinguished: emotional support, instrumental support, and social companionship (sec
also section 4.2.3).
The effect of social support on well-being is hypothesized to be composed of
two components, a "main" effect and a "stress-buffering" effect (Cobb, 1976; Thoits,
1982; Cohen & Wills, 1985). While the main effect is always working, the stressbuffering effect only becomes operative in times of crisis. It then alleviates the
detrimental effects crises and stress have on well-being. The main effect hypothesis
assumes that social support, when it is available, is continuously active. This is
reflected in the way in which social support is often operationalizcd, namely as a
subjective feeling of being supported (Barrera, 1981; Cohen, 1985). This approach
ignores the fact that actual helpful functions always have to be activated by a need
for support, however small it is (Krause, 1987).
Other researchers focus more on the personal relationships that provide the social
support (Rook, 1984; Wellman, 1985a; Van Sonderen, Ormel, Brilman & Van Linden
van den Heuvell, 1990). Repeatedly, well-being is shown to be positively influenced
by the number of personal relationships, or in other words the size of the personal
network (Hammer, 1981; Rook, 1985; Burt, 1987a). Much of this effect will probably
be mediated by the helpful functions, or social support, these persons provide. The
people in the personal network can be considered as potential providers of support
who are activated by a need for help. Ceteris paribus, the larger the personal network
the more support someone will receive when needed. However, not all network
members will be equally supportive. Therefore, the association between network size
and well-being will be attenuated by the less than perfect correlation between network
size and the support received.
On the other hand, it is plausible that the number of personal relationships also
has a direct effect on well-being, independent of the support they provide. Having
close relationships with family, neighbours, and friends will make people feel part of
and integrated into a larger community. It gives them the feeling that they have
someone to rely on, someone that will help them in times of need. This can be
4

beneficial for well-being without actual helpful functions being performed.
In any case, there is abundant evidence that personal relationships are important
to a person's well-being, because of the social support they supply or just because
they are there. It is often implicitly assumed that personal relationships are perfectly
interchangeable and that the size, therefore, sufficiently characterizes the personal
network. In the following section it is made clear that it is necessary to make a
distinction between people who belong to different role categories.

1 3 The importance of different types of personal relationships
In the previous section it has been shown that personal relationships arc important,
for instance because of the help and support they provide. Since not all personal
relationships provide the same kind of and same amount of support, it is useful to
make some distinctions. The criterium most commonly employed to distinguish
between personal relationships is the role relationship. The role relationship categories
most frequently used and considered most important are family, neighbours, and
friends (Litwak & Szelenyi, 1969; Arling, 1976; Knipscheer, 1980; La Gaipa, 1981).
Research has proved it necessary to make a supplementary distinction between close
kin on the one hand, consisting of partner, children, parents, and siblings, and
extended kin on the other (Parsons, 1964; Lopata, 1978; Fischer, 1982a; Leigh, 1982).
Other role relationships which can be taken into account are colleagues, acquaintances
and fellow members of organizations (Lowcnthal & Robinson, 1976; Schulz, 1978;
Fischer, 1982a; Creech & Babchuk, 1985; Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991).
In an influential article Litwak and Szelenyi (1969) hypothesize that different
role relationship groups serve different functions. The nuclear family is probably still
the most important source of support, because it combines emotional involvement
with everyday face-to-face contact. It is however characterized by a lack of human
resources. Not only is it restricted in size but it also will not give access to any
additional resources not available to the person in question. In modem society a wide
variety of specialized support is needed. The family, neighbourhood and friendship
group serve these complementary functions.
Membership of a kin group is permanent and it goes with certain normative
obligations and positive concern.' This makes family relations particularly well suited
to serve functions which require long-term involvement such as the care of people
with chronical illness. The most important quality of neighbour relations in modem
society, with mobility making community membership transient, is the geographical
propinquity and reachability. Therefore, neighbours are the main source of help with
minor, short-term tasks, and in case of emergencies. In contrast with family and
neighbours, friends can be chosen voluntarily. Friendship relations thus have a more

1

Due to the high divorce rate in modem Western societies, only blood ties can be
considered to be really permanent.
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'achieved' status, where family and neighbour relations are more of an 'ascribed'
nature (La Gaipa, 1981). Because of this freedom of choice, friends are usually bound
together by mutual interests and a mutual feeling of affection.
Recent studies have shown that family, neighbours, and friends serve the
specialized functions as hypothesized by Litwak and Szelenyi (Fischer, 1982a: p. 132;
Bruckner & Knaup, 1988; Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991). People tum to
neighbours when they need short-term practical support such as borrowing things like
a cup of sugar or a piece of equipment, looking after the house, or looking after the
kids. Friends can be labelled specialist in furnishing emotional support, for instance,
when feeling depressed or having problems with your partner. They also are the main
source of social companionship. Relatives, especially close kin, supply very different
kinds of support, including the ones that require long-term involvement. Which
relatives serve which functions will depend on additional relationship qualities such
as geographical proximity and emotional closeness.

1.4 Research problem and overview of subsequent chapters
The main objective of this study is to explain why people differ with respect to the
size and composition of their personal networks. Why do some people have larger
personal networks than others? Why do the networks of some people contain, for
instance, more relatives and less friends than those of others? It has been shown that
these individual differences coincide with the socio-structural positions people occupy
(Fischer, 1982a; Marsden, 1987; Moore, 1990). Thus, for instance, some people may
have larger networks than others because they are young, married and higher
educated. However, after describing these socio-structural differences it is still not
clear why the young, married and higher educated have larger networks than the old,
unmarried and lower educated.
The theory employed in this study to explain personal network size and
composition is the theory of rational choice, which states that people, after assessing
the costs and benefits of all possible alternatives, choose the most profitable course
of action. Applied to the subject of this study it means that people build their personal
networks by assessing the costs and benefits of all available personal relationships and
selecting the most profitable ones. Thus, in order to give a rational choice explanation
of personal network size and composition, the available alternatives (constraints) and
the costs and benefits involved have to be measured and included in the analysis. The
conceptual framework of this rational choice perspective on personal networks is
presented in figure 1.1.
In chapter 2 three classic sociological issues concerning specific types of
personal relationships pass in review. Family ties are the subject of the debate
between Parsons and Litwak about whether or not the nuclear family has become
isolated from the larger kinship group (2.1). Neighbourhood ties are the central topic
in the dispute between researchers who believe the community is lost and those who
think it is still there but in a different, 'liberated' form (2.2). Friendship ties, as the

6
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Figure 1.1 A rational choice perspective on personal networks
prototypic example of achieved, freely chosen relationships, are the ties mostly
referred to in the meeting-mating controversy (2.3). In the last section of chapter 2,
empirical results from previous studies on personal relationships and networks are
discussed. They mostly concern descriptive analyses of socio-structural differences in
the size and composition of personal networks.
In chapter 3 the theoretical framework is presented. Rational choice theory is
First discussed in general (3.1) and then with respect to personal relationships and
personal networks (3.2). Furthermore, the three classic issues from chapter 2 are put
into a rational choice perspective (3.3). Finally, six basic hypotheses concerning the
effect of costs and benefits on personal network size and composition are presented
(3.4), from which a large number of corollaries are derived (3.5).
A description of the research project and the data derived from it is presented
in chapter 4. First, the organization of the survey is discussed, including its
background, the sample, the fieldwork, the data and representativeness (4.1). Second,
the operationalization and measurement of the basic concepts (personal network,
constraints, costs, benefits and socio-structural characteristics) is accounted for (4.2).
Chapter 5 gives a description of the socio-structural differences in the size of
and proportion of kin in the personal network and compares them to results reported
in the literature. The socio-structural characteristics employed are gender (5.2), age
and marital status (5.3), social class and level of education (5.4), and degree of
urbanization (5.5).
In chapter 6, the differences found in chapter 5 are elaborated by dissecting the
persona] network into eleven subnetworks according to role relationship. A description
7

of the socio-structural differences in the sizes of these subnetworks provides a more
detailed picture. From these results we can deduce which role relations are mainly
accountable for the socio-structural differences in the size of and proportion of kin in
the personal network.
The next and final step in the analysis is the explanation of the various
subnetwork sizes in terms of rational choice theory (chapter 7). For every subnetwork,
the size is regressed on the relevant constraints, costs, benefits and socio-structural
characteristics. These analyses are reported in the eleven sections of chapter 7. The
general idea is that the initial socio-structural differences from chapter 6 will
disappear or substantially diminish when they are controlled for constraints, costs and
benefits. To find out which constraints, costs and benefits are mainly accountable for
these differences, they are, in tum, regressed on the socio-structural characteristics.
Finally, the study is concluded and evaluated in chapter 8.
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CHAPTER 2

Theoretical issues and previous empirical results

2.0 Introduction
In the research literature on personal relationships the main focus is on three distinct
categories, namely family, neighbours, and friends. There have been a number of
debates in the social sciences concerning the development and maintenance of these
specific personal relationships. Is the nuclear family getting more and more isolated
from the larger kinship group in modem society? Is the community lost, or merely
liberated from its geographical boundaries? Is friendship formation mainly the result
of liking (mating) or of regular contact (meeting)? In the following three sections
these debates, whether still vigorous or buried in silence, will be discussed and a
definition of the three types of ties will be given. The last section of this chapter
contains empirical results from previous, mostly North-American studies concerning
socio-structural differences in the size and composition of personal networks.

2.1 Family ties
In most societies, including our own, relationships with family members probably are
the most important relationships a person has. Every human being is bom into a
family, his family of origin. In his childhood years man is totally dependent on these
family members, particularly on the mother and father. In this context the child is
brought up and being socialized to become an independent member of society. The
great majority leave their family of origin after reaching adulthood to create a family
of their own, the family of procreation.
In this section, an attempt is made to make sense of the many meanings and
connotations attached to the 'family' concept (2.1.1). Subsequently, the demographic
trend in nuclear family life (2.1.2) and the debate about the relation between the
nuclear and the extended family (2.1.3) are discussed.
2.1.1 Definitions of the family
When people talk about the family, they are usually referring to a unit consisting of
a husband and wife and their children, living together in the same house. The term
9

family can, however, also be used to denote the larger kinship system, including the
parents, siblings, grandparents and other more distant relatives of the marital couple.
When referring to the first, common-sense conception of the family sociologists
use the term 'nuclear family' or 'conjugal family' (Goode, 1963; Parsons, 1964,1965;
Elliot, 1986). The other relatives, not included in the nuclear unit, are referred to as
the 'extended family' (Litwak, 1960; Goode, 1963).
These definitions are of course abstractions of reality. What if a member of the
extended family, for instance the mother of one of the spouses, is living within the
conjugal unit? According to the definitions she is not a member of the conjugal
family, but in reality she will be considered part of it because she lives in the same
household. And what about units that do not exactly fit into the picture of the
conjugal family, for instance when a couple has adopted children, or when they get
divorced and remarry? According to popular speech (adoptive families, one-parent
families, remarriage families) they are still family units. More recent developments
such as cohabiting (including same-sex pairings) and group living complicate things
even further.
What seems to be the problem is that in our conception of the family unit two
distinct categories are confused (Bien, Marbach & Templeton, 1992). On the one hand
there is the household, which is bound to a place, and on the other hand there is the
family, which is bound by blood and marriage (Marsh & Arbcr, 1992). Although
these two often go together, exceptions to this rule are no longer rare (Scanzoni &
Marsiglio, 1992). To avoid confusions, the term household will be applied to denote
the social unit in which people live together. Living together means sharing the same
residence and using a common household budget. Apart from and independent of
living in the same household people can have family relationships with other persons,
which are defined by blood and marriage. These family relationships can be
categorized according to kinship terminology (Parsons, 1964), thereby neglecting
possible household membership.
2.1.2 Household composition
Over the past hundred years there have been important changes in household size and
composition in Western societies. The average number of people living in the same
household has steadily decreased. In the Netherlands, for instance, the household size
has fallen from an average of 4.8 in 1900, via 3.5 in 1960, to no more than 2.4 in
1990 (Kooy, 1967; Netherlands Central Bureau of Statistics, 1992). This is mainly due
to a fall in the birth rate, which is characteristic of all Western societies in this
century. However, other trends have also contributed to this decline in household size.
These trends are linked with the changing composition of the households. In table 2.1
the composition of the Dutch households is given for the period of 1930 to 1987.
Two main trends can be spotted. First, there is a growing tendency for the
household to be confined to nuclear family members. In general, the categories in
which others are part of the household have become less prevalent. These others are
mostly relatives, for instance a parent or a single sibling. The three-generation house 10

Table 2.1
Household composition In the Netherlands for the period of 1930 to 1987 (percentages)
household category

1930

1947

1960

1971

1981

1987

man or woman living alone
married couple'
mamed couple with others'
man or woman with children
man or woman with others with children
man or woman with others
unknown

113
613
14 1
65
25
43
0

92
68 4
95
75
18
36
0

12 1
715
70
53
10
31
0

17 3
70 5
43
48
6
25
0

22 4
28 1
645 ] 589
10
57 1 7 2
5
56
59
0
3

number of households* 1000

1937

2491

3202

4046

5155

5711

a In these categories both people with and without children are included
Sources Ploegmakers & Van Leeuwen (1985), Netherlands Central Bureau of Statistics (1988)

holds, as they existed in traditional rural Dutch society (Saal, 1958; Kooy, 1967),
have almost disappeared Like in England, there has been a large decline in coresidence of parents and mamed children since the sixties (Wall, 1992). The upnse
of the category 'man or woman with others' in the seventies is due to the growing
popularity of cohabiting which in many cases can be considered as a general rehearsal
for marriage. Therefore, the cohabiting partner can also be considered as some kind
of nuclear family member.
Second, while households are more confined to nuclear family members, the
nuclear family itself is also beginning to show signs of erosion. Since the seventies,
the classic nuclear family consisting of a married couple with (or without) children,
has been loosing ground to cohabiting couples (category man or woman with others),
single-parent families (category man or woman with children) and, most notably,
people living alone In 1987 nearly thirty percent of the households in the Netherlands
consisted of only one person. This long-term trend, which is also apparent in other
Western societies like Germany and England, is caused by a larger number of young
people who choose to live by themselves, and by an increasing number of old people
who have lost their spouse (Ploegmakers & Van Leeuwen, 1985; Bien, Marbach &
Templeton, 1992; Marsh & Arber, 1992).
2.1.3 Isolated nuclear family or modified extended family?
According to Parsons (1949; 1965) the nuclear family unit is structurally isolated from
the larger family group. In traditional agricultural societies, large-scale kinship units
dominated the social structure They were economic units in the consuming and
producing sense, living in the same locality. These large kinship groups have been
replaced by a system of isolated nuclear families.
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In line with his functionalist views, Parsons concludes that the isolation of the nuclear
family is an adaptive response to the modem industrial economy (Berger & Kellner,
1964; Elliot, 1986). With industrialization, the focus of economic production shifted
from kin groups to non-familial organizations. Moreover, modem society selects
people for occupational positions on the basis of personal qualities in stead of family
connections. This gives rise to social and geographical mobility which further
weakens the ties with relatives outside the nuclear family (Mayntz, 1955; Young &
WUlmott, 1964; Elliot, 1986).
The concept of the isolated nuclear family has been challenged by Litwak and
his associates. The network of extended kin provides affective relationships in which
significant services are exchanged, even in urban industrialized areas (Litwak, 1960;
Adams, 1970). The term 'modified extended family' is suggested, which differs from
the 'classical extended family' because the related families are geographically
dispersed and economically independent.
Parsons, however, never claimed that the structural isolation of the nuclear
family has led lo a breakdown of all kin relations outside the nuclear family (Parsons,
1965; Elliot, 1986). It seems that Parsons and Litwak are saying the same thing in a
slightly different manner. The problem should be stated in relative rather than absolute
terms (Gibson, 1972; Knipscheer, 1980; Lee, 1980). In modem industrial society the
nuclear family is more isolated from the larger kin group than in agricultural societies.

2.2 Neighbourhood ties
The neighbourhood or community has always been the main source of personal
relationships. Man is bom into a community and he stays there for a long time, not
seldom for the whole of his life. Relationships with neighbours, who were often also
relatives, are the ones most readily available. Until recently the alternatives for these
relationships were very limited. It is only in our modem Western societies that
mobility, both geographical and occupational, has made neighbourhood relations less
enduring and probably less important.
In section 2.2.1 an attempt is made to get more grip on the concept of
community, its connotations in the literature, and its relationship to the neighbourhood. Subsequently, in section 2.2.2 the so-called 'community question', which has
troubled the minds of many social scientists, will be addressed. Is the community lost
or liberated?
2.2.1 Definitions of the neighbourhood
When sociologists refer to locality-based relationships they often use the term
'community'. Apart from the fact that the community is generally seen as a wider
geographical area than the neighbourhood, there is a more important difference (Darke
& Darke, 1969). Where the neighbourhood refers primarily to the territorial location,
the term community focuses on the relationships between people. We only speak of
12

a community when the people are strongly integrated by many intimate social ties,
when people feel they belong there, when there is a 'sense of community'.
In many definitions and studies of communities, value judgements are incorporated. A long line of sociologists, from Tönnies (1979/1887) to Nisbet (1953), have
claimed that communities have declined in our modern Western societies. In their
view people, and especially urbanités, are alienated and bereft of the solidarity and
security of community life. This has negative effects on people's well-being and is
considered to be the cause of modern-day problems such as crime, poverty and the
deterioration of morals (Wirth, 1938; Nisbet, 1953).
A definition which leaves out these value judgements and incorporates the
relationships between people is given by Elias (1974: p. xix): "a community...is a
group of households situated in the same locality and linked to each other by functional interdependencies which are closer than interdependencies of the same kind
with other groups of people within the wider social field to which a community
belongs".
In this study, however, we are not interested in the community as a whole but
in the relationships, or in Elias' words 'functional interdependencies', a person has.
A number of these relationships will be with people from the same community or
neighbourhood. Which persons are regarded as neighbours and which are not, is
determined by the respondents themselves. As stated earlier, the definition of neighbourhood and neighbours will depend almost entirely on geographical proximity. This
is also the most important aspect in which neighbour relationships differ from other
personal relationships.
2.2.2 Community lost or liberated?
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century the dominant social belief in a belter
future to come, in the progress of societies due to industrialization and civilization,
became weaker and was replaced by the more pessimistic belief that life in the past
was better, that bonds between people were closer, warmer and more harmonious then
(Elias, 1974). This social belief resulted in a nostalgic longing for the good old days
before the industrial revolution, and was reflected in the work of many sociologists
(Tönnies, 1887/1979; Simmel, 1902-03/1950; Park, 1925; Wirth, 1938; Nisbet, 1953).
The proponents of the 'decline of community' theory state that primary
relationships in the city are now impersonal, transitory and segmental (Wirth, 1938).
They assume that strong primary ties can only exist in densely knit, locality-based
communities. Therefore, involvement in such a 'natural community' is critical to
social and psychological well-being.
Most opponents of the 'decline of community' theory do not deny that densely
knit, locality-based communities are becoming rare in modern Western societies, but
they do challenge the assumption that primary ties cannot exist outside these communities (Fischer, 1977; Wellman, 1979). According to this 'community liberated'
argument "...primary ties now tend to form sparsely knit, spatially dispersed,
ramifying structures instead of being bound up within a single densely knit solid13

arity..." (Wellman, 1979: p. 1207). Fischer (1982a) has shown that there arc no
differences in the number of personal relations and the support received from them
between urban and rural areas. Although urbanités have less contact with relatives and
neighbours, and more with friends, this does not mean that their relationships are less
primary.
One could argue that living in and belonging to a community where everybody
knows everybody else, and where people are dependent on each other is much more
satisfying than having close relationships with people who live spatially dispersed and
generally do not know one another. But, as always, there is an other side to this coin.
In a tightly knit community people cannot keep certain parts of their lives outside a
relationship, they are necessarily involved with their whole personalities. This results
in a lack of privacy and personal freedom (Schulz, 1978).
There are thus advantages and disadvantages to both styles of living, and since
it still has not been proven that people living in cities are less satisfied with their lives
than people living in rural areas, there is no reason to conclude that 'modem' life is
any worse or better than 'traditional' life. It is just different.
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Friendship ties

A third group of important personal relationships are friendships. Contrary to family
and neighbourhood ties, friendship ties have an 'achieved' character in stead of
'ascribed' (Knipscheer, 1980). Family ties are a direct result of birth and marriage,
while neighbourhood ties come with place of residence. Friendship ties, however, do
not emerge as naturally as this, they must be actively formed. An element of choice
is therefore characteristic of this category of personal relationships (Allan & Adams,
1989).
First, an attempt is made to find out what is generally meant when someone is
labelled as a friend (2.3.1). Second, the socio-psychological literature dealing with
friend selection based on personal attraction is reviewed, and supplemented with a
sociological perspective that places more emphasis on the social structuring of contact
opportunities (2.3.2).
2.3.1 Definitions of friendship
Friendship is a very vague concept which is seldom properly defined. Nevertheless,
it is a term that is very often used in everyday language. Every individual knows
which persons he considers to be his friends. The formulation of a scientific definition
seems to be hampered by the very fact that individuals differ in their use of the term
'friend' (Fischer, 1982b; Adams, 1989). North-Americans, for example, are less
restrictive in calling someone a friend than Europeans (Chown, 1981). Many of the
relationships Americans call friends, Europeans would label 'acquaintances'. Research
has also shown that men and women (Weiss & Lowenthal, 1975; Reisman, 1981), and
people from different social classes (Allan, 1977a) use the label 'friend' differently.
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According to Fischer (1982b) 'friend' is used to some extent as a residual label for
personal relationships that do not fit in any other relationship category. What
complicates things even further is that personal relationships that are labelled
otherwise can also be considered as friends. A brother or sister can also be a friend,
and in many cases a spouse is considered to be one's best friend. The term friendship
thus seems to point to certain relationship contents or quality of a relationship, and
it can be used for persons who are 'just friends' as well as for those who are labelled
different, but who are 'like friends'.
Fischer (1982b) discovered in an inductive study that North-Americans think of
many of their personal relationships (59 percent) as friends. Of all nonkin mentioned,
83 percent were called friends while for colleagues and neighbours the percentage of
friends is 70. The conclusion that the term 'friend' is used promiscuously by NorthAmericans is further enhanced by the weak correlations between the content of the
relationship and the 'friend' label. Friendship ties primarily tend to be relations of
sociability (social activity, discussing pastime), while relations labelled 'close'
primarily involve intimacy (discussing personal problems, seeking advice).
Dykstra (1987) found for the Netherlands that people who are labelled friends
do not differ in terms of relationship content from people who are considered friends
but who are labelled otherwise. However, both these categories differ in a number of
important aspects from people who are not considered to be friends. Though not
based on a representative sample, there are strong indications that the Dutch talk more
often with friends about their deepest feelings and the quality of the relationship than
with non-friends. Friends also score higher on intimacy, commitment, irreplaceability
and support received.
Felling, Fiselier en Van der Poel (1991) found that the most distinctive aspect
of a friendship relation ('just friends') with regard to support is the exchange of
emotional support (discussing marital problems, depression and seeking advice). The
intimacy factor in friendship relations thus seems to be much more important in the
Netherlands than in the United States. North-Americans are more inclined to reserve
the label 'close' for such intimate friendship relations.
2.3.2 The selection of friends: mating or meeting?
A vast body of literature exist concerning the development of friendship lies. The
central focus in most cases is on 'interpersonal attraction', which is reckoned to play
a dominant role, especially in the early stages of friendship formation (cf. Dickens &
Perlman, 1981). Recently, researchers have acknowledged the fact that friendship,
particularly in the later stages, entails more than just 'liking' (Davis & Todd, 1985).
The basic premise of most friendship theories is that we like people who provide
us with rewards. This idea is described in its simplest form by reinforcement theories
(Byrne & Clore, 1970; Lort & Lott, 1974). In the exchange theory of Thibaut &
Kelley (1959) rewards must be greater than the costs to result in a positive evaluation
of the relationship. Furthermore, the outcome of this calculation is compared to the
rewards and costs of other relationships. In equity theory, however, individuals do not
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only try to maximize their profits, but they also take the profits or losses of the other
party into consideration (Walster, Walster & Berscheid, 1978). Underbenefitted as
well as overbenefitted individuals feel distressed and try to restore equity.
As valuable as these theoretical perspectives may be, it still remains unclear
what individuals consider to be rewarding. One possible answer is given by Newcomb
(1961), building on Heider's balance theory. When two persons have the same attitude
towards a certain object, physical or social, they are inclined to be attracted to each
other. Thus, the mutuality of interests, opinions, and relationships with others is
rewarding. The more two persons share these kind of attitudes, the more they will like
each other (Newcomb, 1961).
A related research subject is the homogeneity, in terms of structural
characteristics, of friendship and marital relations. It has been shown that such
relationships occur more often between persons with similar background characteristics than would be expected by chance. Friendship relations are more likely to
develop between people of the same age, gender, race, religious affiliation, and
socio-economic status (Laumann, 1973; Blau, 1977; Marsden, 1988). This also goes
for marital relations with the obvious exception of gender (Sixma & Ultee, 1983;
Hendrickx, Lammers & Ultee, 1989).
Assuming that people in the same social position will be more likely to have
similar attitudes and interests than people from different social positions, these
findings fit nicely into Newcomb's balance theory. People in the same social position
will form friendship ties more easily because they have a lot of things in common
(Berger & Kellner, 1964). This 'mating' argument, however, is only one possible
explanation for this 'inbreeding' effect. Another reason could be that people of the
same age, occupation and race have more opportunities to form friendship ties
because the chances of 'meeting' are much higher (Blau, 1977; Verbrugge, 1977;
Huckfeldt, 1983; Allan & Adams, 1989). The same applies a fortiori for 'place of
residence'. A lot of research has focused on the importance of spatial proximity in
forming relationships (Darke & Darke, 1969; Nauta, 1973).
Feld (1981: p. 106) tries to match this more sociological perspective of
'meeting' with Newcomb's balance theory. In his 'focus theory', he argues that
relationship opportunities are created by the "social, psychological, legal, or physical
entities around which joint activities are organized (e.g. workplace, voluntary
organizations, hangouts, families, etc.)". People who share a particular focus are more
likely to form a relationship than people who do not have a focus in common.

2.4 Socio-structural differences in personal networks
Not everybody will have the same number and the same sort of personal relationships.
Some people have very small personal networks, restricted to their nuclear family,
while others cannot even count the number of persons they are related to. Some rely
entirely on kin while others have lost all contact with their relatives and turn to their
friends for help. In this section the literature that presents empirical results with
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respect to differences in the number and sort of personal relationships will be
reviewed. Analyses are generally restricted to the description of differences between
the standard socio-structural categories. These images will be our frame of reference
when we present our own descriptive analyses. In the literature, four background
characteristics have repeatedly been shown to be associated with personal network
size and composition, namely gender (2.4.1), life-cycle stage (2.4.2), socio-economic
status (2.4.3), and degree of urbanization (2.4.4).
2.4.1 Gender
A number of studies have investigated possible differences between men and women
in the number and sort of personal relationships they have. On the average, men and
women have the same number of personal relationships (Fischer & Oliker, 1983;
Marsden, 1987). There are differences, however, in the type of personal relationships.
Women tend to be more involved with kin than men, while men have more nonkin
in their personal networks than women (Booth, 1972; Fischer & Oliker, 1983;
Marsden, 1987; Huribert & Acock, 1990; Moore, 1990).1
In general, women are viewed as the keepers of relations with kin, both by
themselves and their husbands (Bahr, 1976). They are responsible for the communication between kin which, as a consequence, generally flows through matrilateral lines
(Leichter & Mitchell, 1967; Lee, 1980). As a result, the couple will have more contact
with the wife's family than with the husband's. That this also goes for the husband
is shown by Anspach & Rosenberg (1972), who found that men were more likely to
interact with their wives' siblings than with their own. Therefore, the overall gender
difference in kin relations could well be lacking or reversed when family-in-Iaw is
concerned.
The findings for nonkin can be further differentiated. Men are especially more
likely than women to have relationships with colleagues (Moore, 1990). Women have
been found to have slightly more neighbours in their networks than men do (Moore,
1990). Overall, men and women have an equal number of friends (Booth, 1972;
Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Fischer & Oliker, 1983).2 However, in the early stages

1

Actually, Fischer & Oliker found an interaction effect of sex and life-cycle stage with
the number of nonkin in the network. Men have a greater number of nonkin associates from
marriage to empty-nest, while women have a greater number of nonkin in the elderly and
immediately preceding years.
2
Weiss & Lowenthal (1975) found that women, on average, have more friends than men.
This difference may be attributable to the network delineation instrument used. Weiss &
Lowenthal just asked the respondents to hst their friends while Fischer & OUker asked which
persons were sources of supportive interactions, and they could be classified as friends
afterwards. Perhaps the word "friend" has a somewhat different meaning for women and men.
Furthermore, Moore (1990) found men to have slightly more friends than women. Again, this
may be due to the network delineation question (discussing important matters).
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of life men have more friends than women, while in the later stages the reverse is
true. Finally, women have more personal relationships with fellow members of
religious organizations than men (Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Fischer, 1982a:
p. 110).
Are there little gender differences in the quantity of personal relationships, the
differences between men and women in relationship quality appear to be much more
profound. Several studies on male and female friendships have shown that women's
friendships are affectively richer. Men place more emphasis on companionship, social
activities and pleasure. Women on the contrary emphasize emotional involvement,
confiding and trust (Booth, 1972; Weiss & Lowenthal, 1975; Dickens & Perlman,
1981; Reisman, 1981; Wellman, 1985b).
2.4.2

Life-cycle stage

The most important factor influencing the number and types of personal relationships
seems to be the stage in the life-cycle. The life-cycle stages are separated by a
number of events that have their effect on the personal relationships people are
involved in. The most important turning points appear to be getting married (or
cohabitation), having children, the last child leaving the parental home, retirement,
and the death of a spouse. In many studies age is considered an indicator of life-cycle
stage, because most people go through these stages in this order. However, there are
a growing number of people whose life course does not include these successive
stages (Scanzoni & Marsiglio, 1992). Therefore, not only age but also marital status
will be considered as an indicator of life-cycle stage in this study.
The general idea is that with advancing age there is a decline in the number of
roles and thus in the number and variety of personal relationships (Lowenthal &
Robinson, 1976). Fischer and Oliker (1983) and Marsden (1987) found that the
overall network size dropped with age at an increasing rate. Comparatively, Fischer
and Phillips (1982) found that older people were much more likely to be relatively
isolated, that is having small networks of personal relationships. The picture, however,
becomes much more differentiated if we take the types of relationships into account.
While Leigh (1982) found that kinship interaction was fairly constant across the
family life span. Marsden (1987) found the number of kin in the 'core discussion
networks' to drop with age.3 Other researchers also found inverse relationships
between age and kin interaction (Anspach & Rosenberg, 1972; Booth, 1972; Moore,
1990). Fischer (1982a; p. 81) and Moore (1990) found that the number of kin in the
personal network is largely determined by marital status, married people (especially

3

A possible explanation for these diverging results are the different operationalizations of
kin involvement: one ш terms of interaction, the other in terms of number of persons. That this
can lead to different results is nicely illustrated by McCannel (1987) who found that after the
birth of the first child the number of kin in the personal network declined while for the
majority the interaction with kin increased.
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those with children) having more. This is not surprising when one realizes that not
having a partner precludes contact with a partner's relatives, thus limiting the potential
number of in-laws which are also considered as kin (Gibson, 1972; Wellman,
4
1985b) Married men and women are also less likely to be isolated from kin than
the never married or formerly married (Fischer & Phillips, 1982). Further
specifications reveal that both the married and the widowed have a larger proportion
of kin in their networks than the divorced and never married (Hurlbert & Acock,
1990).
Nonkin relations seem to be even more influenced by age than kin relations.
Young people, especially the non-mamed and those without children, have more
nonkin relationships than older people (Fischer, 1982a* p. 91; Fischer & Oliker, 1983,
Marsden, 1987; Moore, 1990). The sharpest decline occurs at the age of 65 When
nonkin relations are subdivided in different categories, a more differentiated picture
anses.
People who are married are more involved with neighbours (Fischer, 1982a
p. 99), while having younger children is also found to enhance neighbourhood contact
(Moore, 1990). Not surprisingly, the number of colleagues m the personal network
sharply declines at the age of 65 (Fischer & Oliker, 1983). Older people tend to
belong to more voluntary organizations (mostly religious ones), consequently having
more fellow members in their networks (Fischer, 1982a: p. 110). The number of
fnendship relations is largest for the young and the never marned (Fischer, 1982a:
ρ 115). Furthermore, parenthood diminishes the number of friends (Dickens &
Perlman, 1981; Fischer, 1982a: p. 115; Fischer & Oliker, 1983) Stueve and Gerson
(1977) found that with marriage and having children, childhood fnends are being
replaced by colleagues and neighbours. Again, the elderly (65+) are the most deprived
of friendship relations (Fischer & Oliker, 1983).5
As we have seen, changes in life-cycle stage have their effect on the personal
relationships people have. Not everybody however, is equally affected by these
changes Notably, there appears to be an interaction effect between gender and
life-cycle stage. The negative effects of retirement and old age on the number of
personal relationships are more sinking for men than for women (Fischer & Oliker,
1983; Allan & Adams, 1989). This is particularly the case for colleagues and fnends.
In fact, older women have more fnends in their network than middle-aged women
(Fischer, 1982a: p. 115). Booth (1972), however, found that while the number of
close kin men reported to have remained constant from middle age to old age, it

4

The widowed are an exception to this rule, because their late partner's relatives are still
considered to be in-laws
5

Reisman (1981) found no significant differences in the number of friends between four
age groups although the same trend appeared Again, the instrument used might be the cause
He simply asked the respondents how many friends they had Social desirability might have
encouraged isolated people to overestimate their number of fnends In Fischer's approach there
was the additional requirement of supportive interaction
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dropped for women in old age to the male level.
The effects of marriage and having children are also different for men and
women. Marriage and having children enlarges kin involvement for men, while it
reduces the number of nonkin relations (colleagues and friends) for women (Fischer
& Phillips, 1982; Fischer & Oliker, 1983). Additionally, widowhood also seems to
have a differential effect on men and women. While former relationships with other
couples tend to dissolve when a person looses a spouse, widows succeed better in
sustaining a reasonably sized network, where widowers are more likely to become
isolated (Allan & Adams, 1989). Blau (1961) suggested that this is a result of both
the preference for same-sex friendships and the greater opportunities for widows to
meet women in similar positions. Because wives tend to outlive their husbands, there
are much more widows than widowers.
2.4.3 Socio-economic status
A person's socio-economic status is usually indicated by the kind of job (blue or
white collar), income, and education. Not many studies have their main focus on the
effect of socio-economic status on personal relationships, but there are a number of
them that do pay some attention to it.
People with low income and minimal educational attainment are more likely to
be isolated, that is having small personal networks, than those with higher income and
education (Fischer, 1982a: p. 55; Fischer & Phillips, 1982; Marsden, 1987; Huang &
Tausig, 1990; Moore, 1990). Lowenthal and Robinson (1976) also found that people
in poorer economic conditions and of lower intelligence are less active with respect
to social contacts and interaction.
Even more salient are the differences in types of relationships between the social
classes. Kin relations are thought to be more important for people from low
socio-economic strata, while people form higher socio-economic strata are more
involved with nonkin (Adams, 1970). In an absolute sense, lower class people do not
have more active kin relations than middle and higher class people. In fact, contacts
with relatives seem to be more common among persons in higher socio-economic
strata (Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Marsden, 1987).6 However, the relative
importance of kin is much larger for lower class people. It has been shown that the
proportion of kin relations in the personal network falls with education and income
(Marsden, 1987; Huribert & Acock, 1990). Similarly, people with more kin than
nonkin relations tend to be less educated (Fischer, 1982a: p. 85). This difference in
relative importance of kin is mainly due to the small number of nonkin relations
among persons in lower socio-economic strata (Moore, 1990).
Fischer (1982a: p. 91) reports that "affluent people and educated respondents

6

However, it looks like there is more variance in kin involvement among the higher
socio-economic levels because Fischer and Phillips (1982) found that people with higher
education (especially post graduate) are more likely to be isolated from kin.
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were much more heavily involved with nonkin than were otherwise similar respondents of lesser social standing". The number of nonkin relations in the networks studied
by Marsden (1987) also steadily increases with education. Finally, people with low
income and low education are more likely to be isolated from nonkin (Fischer &
Phillips, 1982). The higher involvement with nonkin of people in higher socio-economic strata applies to all the different types of nonkin, neighbours as well as friends,
colleagues as well as fellow members of organizations (Booth, 1972; Lowenthal &
Robinson, 1976; Schulz, 1978; Fischer, 1982a: pp. 99-115; Moore, 1990).
In addition, Allan (1977a) noted a difference in friendship patterns between
working and middle-class people. Friendships of working-class people tend to be
situation specific and confined to a particular setting, while those of the middle class
"were extended and developed by the participants in a manner that emphasized the
individuality of the friendships rather than the context of their interaction" (Allan,
1977a). Working-class people recruit their friends almost exclusively from family,
work, and neighbourhood. They, for instance, very often have close friendship-like
relationship with their siblings, preferably the one nearest in age and of the same sex
(Allan, 1977b).
Another work-related factor likely to influence the kinds of personal relationships people have is whether one is mostly involved in paid work or domestic work.
Wellman (1985b) found that 'producers', married men heavily involved in paid
labour, are much less involved with neighbours than 'reproducers', married full-time
housewives. Although the producers do not have many active ties with colleagues,
they obviously still have more than the reproducers do. The 'double loaders', women
with paid jobs and also heavily involved in domestic work, seem to have little of
both.
2.4.4 Degree of urbanization
Although a lot has been said and written about the alleged deterioration of personal
relationships in the modem urbanized world, very little empirical data have been
collected to test this assumption. A notable exception is Fischer's 'To dwell among
friends' (1982a) which is entirely devoted to differences in personal networks between
rural and more urban places of residence. He distinguishes four categories of
urbanism, namely Regional Core (the core of the San Francisco-Oakland metropolitan
area), Metropolitan (suburbs of San Francisco-Oakland), Town (large cities outside
the metropolitan area), and Semirural (small towns under 10,000 and far from other
communities).
Isolated respondents were evenly distributed across the urban spectrum (Fischer,
1982a: p. 55). However, respondents in the Regional Core did have smaller personal
networks compared to the other categories. Marsden (1987), on the contrary, found
no significant correlation between size of place and overall network size. This might
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be due to differences in operationalization of the urbanism or network variable.7
Taking the type of relationship into account, the more urban the community, the
more nonkin respondents mentioned (Fischer, 1982a: p. 56; Marsden, 1987). This
association between urbanism and nonkin involvement can, however, be fully
explained by the kinds of people who live in more urban places (the young, affluent,
and educated).
Differentiating this picture further, urbanism reduces the role of neighbours,
especially in proportion to other nonkin relations (Fischer, 1982a: p. 101). This
correlation is partly explained by the fact that home-ownership promotes neighbourhood involvement and Core residents tend to be renters (Schulz, 1978; Fischer, 1982a:
p. 100). There are no clear community differences in the involvement with colleagues.
Urbanités have more personal relationships with colleagues but that is because they
are more likely to be working (Fischer, 1982a: p. 105). The number of co-members
of organizations is also fairly constant across the urbanism spectrum (Fischer, 1982a:
p. 111).8 Finally, the number of friends sharply increases with urbanism, Core
respondents naming twice as many as Semirural ones (Fischer, 1982a: p. 115).
Controlling for other personal characteristics like age and socio-economic status
weakens this strong connection only slightly.
Apart from these diverging tendencies in different types of nonkin relations, the
overall involvement with nonkin does not vary with urbanism. The reason why
Regional Core respondents had smaller personal networks must therefore be sought
in the number of kin relationships. And indeed, the more urban respondents'
communities, the fewer kin they have in their networks (Fischer, 1982a: p. 81).' This
decline in kin involvement is particularly large for extended kin relations, and less
marked for parents, children, and siblings.
In summary, urbanités seem to have a more 'modem' kind of network focused
on work, clubs, friends, and others, while the networks of people in more rural areas
are 'traditional', oriented on kin, neighbours and religious organizations (Fischer,
1982a: p. 119).

7

Marsden uses only one name generator, "with whom do you discuss personal matters",
where Fischer uses ten. Furthermore, Marsden uses size of place as an interval variable, while
Fischer compares four nominal urbanization categories.
8

Reiss (1959) found that urbanités have more primary contacts at their work than rural
males. The actual distinction, however, was between agricultural and non-agricultural (urban
as well as rural) workers.
' It should be noted that with regard to kin relations, Semirural and Town respondents are
very similar.
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CHAPTER 3

A rational choice approach to personal networks

3.0 Introduction
In the previous chapters attention was paid to personal relationships, to what they are
and what they are good for. The purpose of this study is to explain why some people
have more and different kinds of personal relationships than other people. The theory
of rational choice, postulating man as a 'homo economicus', has proven its worth in
economics and is being applied in the other social sciences with growing intensity and
success. It is a simple, straightforward, and intuitively appealing theory and it will be
used in this study as a baseline model. In section 3.1 the rational choice theory is
briefly discussed, together with the most important points of criticism raised against
it. The application of the theory to the field of personal relationships is brought up in
section 3.2. In section 3.3, the classic sociological issues discussed in chapter 2 will
again pass in review, but now placed in a rational choice perspective. Subsequently,
in section 3.4, some basic hypotheses are formulated with respect to the costs and
benefits involved in developing and maintaining personal relationships. Finally, a large
number of corollaries concerning specific relationship categories will be derived from
these basic hypotheses in section 3.5.

3.1 Rational choice theory
The ground rule of rational choice theory, as it says, is that individuals choose their
course of action in a rational way. It thereby assumes "...that the individual can rank
all the alternatives open to him in order of preference and will then select the one that
comes at the top of the list" (Heath, 1976: p. 8). There has been a lot of criticism,
especially from sociologically oriented researchers who state that human behaviour
is mostly irrational or, at best, arational and guided by norms and habits. Moreover,
the element of free choice is often disputed by social scientists who like to believe
that individual behaviour is totally contingent on societal forces. Or, to put it more
bluntly: "Economics is all about how people make choices. Sociology is all about why
they don't have any choices to make" (Duesenberry, 1960: p. 233).
It is beyond dispute that human behaviour in general is not fully or strongly
rational in the way Turner (1991) defines it. He distinguishes seven steps one has to
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take for a decision to be strongly rational: (1) one must be self-conscious about one's
goals (2) one must actively identify one's options (3) one must explore the potential
benefits and costs of each plausible course of action and compare them (4) there must
be assessment of resources and constraints that are relevant to each of the plausible
courses of action (5) one must assign probabilities to each of the foregoing elements
(6) decision must be reached on the basis of some combined weighting of values and
probabilities in connection with each plausible potential course of action (7) there
must be some monitoring of the elements as the action proceeds.
Certainly, in everyday life not many human actions will be the result of such
thorough calculation. Habits and norm guided behaviour make life a lot easier.
Nevertheless, the idea of rational choice can be very useful as a ground rule, guiding
human behaviour in a less strict manner. Rational behaviour is central to, at least
modem, human societies. People want to behave in a rational way and expect others
to act rationally as well. They try to find rationalizations when their behaviour may
seem irrational or arational to others or themselves. One could even say, with a wink
to the dispute mentioned above, that a norm of rationality exists in modern societies.
Acknowledging the role of habits, rules and norms in guiding human behaviour
does not undermine the general assumption of rational choice theory that people (try
to) behave in a rational way. Like some theorists have pointed out, it can be perfectly
rational to abide by the norms of a community or society. The costs of non-conformity, in the form of negative sanctions like disapproval and ridicule, can outweigh the
benefits, while conformity may only be a small burden and can also have its advantages (Heath, 1976; Elster, 1991). Furthermore, people may just act out of habit or
according to norms because they are not aware of alternative options, or because the
alternative options involve a lot more insecurity. People may also refrain from looking
for further options because they are satisfied with what they have got, a course of
action which is termed 'satisfying' or bounded rationality by Herbert Simon (1957).
Nevertheless, because of its emphasis on subjective individual decision making,
rational choice theory is, more than other theories, likely to be able to explain why
some people conform to a certain norm while others do not, and why norms and
habits change over time. Therefore, this theory is well-suited as a simple but forceful
baseline model for human behaviour, which has proven its worth in economics and
is being applied more and more in the other social sciences with very promising
results (Olson, 1965; Becker, 1976; McCarthy & Zald, 1977; Granovetter, 1978;
Gelles, 1983; Maas, 1990; Broese van Groenou, 1991; Boxman, 1992). In the next
section the theory of rational choice will be applied to the field of personal
relationships.

3.2 Rational choice in developing and maintaining personal relationships
When applying rational choice theory to the field of personal relationships, the basic
assumption is that people are free to choose their personal relationships from a large
number of potential candidates. This idea of free choice runs counter to what many
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sociologists believe to be the main task of sociology, showing how individual
behaviour is determined by societal constraints like rules and norms. However,
"...people usually do have choices to make, not least the choice whether or not to
conform to the appropriate norms and role expectations. There is always some
possible alternative course of action, and the costs of non-conformity are merely one
set of costs to be weighed in the balance along with the others..." (Heath, 1976:
p. 176). Thus, societal constraints are very important indeed, but they are an integral
part of the choice process, which remains essentially free.
Over the last fifteen years or so a long line of researchers have stressed the
influence of the social structure, via opportunities and constraints, on the development
and maintenance of personal relationships (Fischer, 1977; Dickens & Perlman, 1981;
Feld, 1981; Huckfeldt, 1983; Hall & Wellman, 1985; Milardo, 1986; Dykstra, 1990;
Moore, 1990; Broese van Groenou, 1991).
Fischer's analysis of personal networks is based on, what he calls, a 'choice-constraint' model which encompasses many of the ideas reviewed so far. This model
"...views human behavior, including the formation and maintenance of social relations,
as choices made with limited alternatives and limited resources. Individuals' choices
vary with both their preferences and their options..." (Fischer, 1977: pp. 2-3). He
employs the 'choice constraint' model to show why personal networks in modem
society differ from those in traditional communities (Fischer, 1977), why personal
networks vary with degree of urbanization (Fischer, 1982a), why some individuals are
more at risk of being isolated (Fischer & Phillips, 1982), and why friendship relations
differ with gender and life cycle stage (Fischer & Oliker, 1983). He argues that
"...systematic, socially structured opportunities and constraints shape people's
networks, above and beyond personality factors..." (Fischer & Phillips, 1982: p. 38).
A strongly related perspective is Feld's (1981) focus theory, which was already
mentioned in section 2.3. He argues that people organize their social relations around
certain foci of activity, like work, leisure organizations and family parties. People
sharing such a focus have more opportunities for meeting and developing and
maintaining a personal relationship.
Many other researchers investigating personal relationships emphasize the
importance of opportunities and constraints, but very few include them in their
analyses. When they do, the hypotheses often remain somewhat vague or implicit
(Dykstra, 1990; Moore, 1990). Two notable exceptions are Broese van Groenou
(1991) and Van Busschbach (1992a) who try to model the changes in personal
networks after divorce, pregnancy, move and retirement.
In order to be able to formulate explicit hypotheses, the concepts used by
rational choice theory have to be specified for the research topic in question, namely
developing and maintaining personal relationships. Turner (1991), in his description
of a rational choice process, makes a distinction between the cost-benefit analysis for
each plausible course of action and the relevant resources and constraints. It is
suggested that a course of action (hat is preferable in terms of costs and benefits may
not be feasible due to limited resources or strong constraints. This distinction between
costs and benefits on the one hand and resources and constraints on the other is
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conceptually not very clear, and probably also not very useful in a rational choice
approach to personal relationships. Following Heath (1976) it is suggested here that
in most cases smaller resources and stronger constraints can just as well be considered
as extra costs in the cost-benefit analysis. In other words, these alternatives are also
not preferable because the costs are much too high.
While an a priori distinction between plausible and implausible alternatives
seems difficult and theoretically unnecessary, the distinction between possible and
impossible courses of action is much more straightforward and fruitful. Some courses
of action are absolutely impossible and for them a cost-benefit analysis cannot be
made because the costs are infinite. When personal relationships are concerned,
people are constrained by the availability of certain associates. One cannot develop
a relationship with a brother if one has no siblings. One cannot have a relationship
with a colleague if one is unemployed. In other words, the pool of potential associates
of a specific type is limited. In the case of relatives these limits are absolute, they
cannot be altered. When nonkin relations are concerned, the pool of potential
associates can be actively influenced. One can move to another neighbourhood,
change jobs or find one, become an active member of voluntary organizations, and
make new acquaintances and friends.' It will be clear that these courses of action
involve a whole set of other costs and benefits. In general, acquiring new potential
associates will play a minor part in such important decisions. Few people will change
jobs only because they would like to have more or other colleagues. Therefore, the
potential pool of associates is considered to be relatively stable, and the decision
processes that shape it will not be further discussed.
The set of personal relationships, sometimes referred to as the personal network,
can be considered the result of a series of separate but interrelated decisions. For each
potential associate there are two options: to establish a personal relationship or not.
Which option is chosen depends on the costs and benefits involved. For existing
personal relationships the options are maintaining the relationship or not, and the costs
an benefits in this decision will be the same as in establishing relationships. Before
we go into the costs and benefits of developing and maintaining personal relationships
in more detail, a last observation should be made. A personal relationship is treated
here as the result of a cost-benefit analysis made by the respondent. But, for a
relationship to develop or endure, it must be profitable to both parties. Because in this
research the necessary information from the part of respondent's network members
is missing, this has to remain a black box. It is subsumed under the heading 'all else
being equal'.

1
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It is even possible tc influence the pool of in-laws, namely by divorcing and remarrying.

3.3 Classical controversies in the light of rational choice theory
In chapter 2, three classical sociological issues have been discussed: the isolation of
the nuclear family, the loss of community, and the meeting and mating aspects of
friendship formation. In this section, an attempt will be made to shed new light on
these issues from a rational choice perspective.
3.3.1 The isolated nuclear family (reprise)
According to Parsons (1965), the nuclear middle-class family has become structurally
isolated from the larger kinship group. This view is challenged by Litwak (1960), who
proclaims that extended kin relations still play an important role in supplying all kinds
of help and support. In assessing the costs and benefits involved in personal relationships with relatives, rational choice theory could be able to explain and predict certain
changes in kin relations over time.
What kind of costs and benefits are involved with kin relations and how did they
change over time? In agrarian societies, as was mentioned earlier, families belonging
to the same larger kinship group lived in close proximity and were highly interconnected and interdependent. The benefits derived from relationships with kin were
evident and plentiful. The mutual help and support in working the land and making
a living were essential for survival. The costs were low because relatives were readily
available in the direct vicinity. Another reason why people's lives revolved around kin
in those societies was that so little alternatives were available. Apart from the nonrelated neighbours all other possible associates lived farther away and were seldom
met, if at all. The costs of developing and maintaining relationships with people
outside the community were simply too high.
With the industrial revolution, new means of subsistence were created for
unskilled manual workers. Moving to the city became a plausible alternative for the
protected, but not very wealthy farm life. However, until the rise of the welfare state,
family relations remained crucial for help and support that otherwise could not be
afforded. Migration to the city was facilitated when a relative already lived there,
which resulted in a migration-chain-effect (Howard, 1974). After a few generations,
tight neighbourhood based working-class kinship groups had formed (Young &
Willmott, 1964). However, as Parsons (1949) noted, this was not the case for the
middle-class families, who were relatively isolated from the larger kinship group. Two
possible explanations can be given. First, because middle-class families were
wealthier, they were not dependent on economic support from their relatives. In other
words, the benefits derived from relationships with kin might not be large enough to
compensate for the possible burdens associated with them. Second, because their jobs
were more specialized, changing jobs often meant changing residence, resulting in
higher geographical mobility. Middle-class families moved away from their relatives,
not because they were forced to but because the benefits of a better job elsewhere
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outweighed the benefits of living close to kin.2 The larger travel distance to their
relatives, in turn, resulted in higher costs for maintaining personal relationships. Thus,
in the personal networks of the middle-class, relatives were substituted, at least partly,
by other categories like colleagues, fellow members of organizations and friends.
The upward mobility between generations and the overall rising standard of
living, by now will have resulted in similar changes in kin relations for the working
class. Although extended family relations surely have not completely withered away,
they no doubt have lost the overall importance they had in agricultural societies.
Recent studies have shown that the importance of large parts of the extended family
is indeed very small in our modem society, irrespective of socio-economic status
(Lopata, 1978; Fiselier, Molin & Van der Poel, 1990). Besides the parent-child and
the sibling relationship very few family relations serve important support functions.
Since only recent data are available, the ideas about changes in kin relations over
time cannot be tested. However, after assessing the effect of certain costs and
benefits, for instance travel distance, something more can hopefully be said about
them.
33.2

The lost community (reprise)

There is a deeply rooted belief that the evils of modem society like high crime,
divorce and suicide rates are the result of individualization and the loss of community.
Although the scientific debate about the 'decline of community' has died down, the
general idea still prevails in society at large. Although the underlying assumption, that
personal relationships cannot exist outside the confinements of a closely knit
community, is evidently false, the form and especially the geographical spread of
personal networks has changed since the beginning of this century.
A possible explanation for the differences in personal relationships between
'modem' life, exemplified by the urbanité of today, and 'traditional' life, exemplified
by the rural community of the old days, is given by rational choice theory. Extended
kin relations have lost much of their importance, probably because of the mobility
associated with the process of urbanization and industrialization. Since relatives no
longer live in the neighbourhood, the community has lost an important integrating
source.
In agricultural societies, not only nearby living relatives but also non-related
neighbours were important sources of support and help in times of need. Furthermore,
because of their proximity they were readily available. Alternative, more distant
sources of support brought with them high costs, due to poor transportation and
communication techniques. With the arrival and rapid dispersion of car and telephone,
personal relationships were no longer confined to the local community (Fischer,

2
The importance of mobility for kin relations is also confirmed by the finding that in
hunting and gathering societies, where mobility is essential, the nuclear family is also more
isolated compared to agricultural societies (Blumberg & Winch, 1972).
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1982c). The costs of maintaining distant relations are still higher than those of
maintaining nearby ones, but they are much less than before and can now be more
easily outweighed by possibly larger benefits like more adequate support or sheer
compatibility. In yesterday's rural areas, neighbours were often also colleagues and,
therefore, capable of providing adequate support in work-related matters (Mayntz,
1955; Elias, 1974). In modern industrial society, living and working have become
geographically separated activities. This means that colleagues are now a category of
personal relationships which is clearly separated from family and neighbourhood.
They are a source of specialized support and, because of almost daily contact, the
costs of developing and maintaining personal relationships with them are rather low.
Another aspect of modem industrial societies is their population density,
especially in the larger cities (Fischer, 1982c). One important consequence of this is
the enormous pool of potential associates. A number of them will surely be rewarding
enough to make a personal relationship with them worthwhile. However, people have
to meet and get in touch before a personal relationship can be established. An
opportunity generating context, typical of modem urbanized societies, are the many
voluntary organizations one can become a member of (Wurzbacher & Pflaum, 1961;
Schulz, 1978). Here one can meet people who are not only different from the ones
seen at work or in the neighbourhood, but who also share a common interest. Other
social activities like going to a bar, a disco or a movie also provide opportunities to
meet new acquaintances and friends.
Summarizing, personal relationships are no longer confined to the community
because modem transportation and communication techniques have pulled down the
barriers once raised by geographical distance, and because the population density has
substantially increased the pool of potential, possibly more rewarding associates.
3-3.3 Friendship selection (reprise)
In the selection of friends, two mechanisms are thought to be at work. Psychologists
tend to stress the 'mating' aspect or mutual attraction, while sociologists attach more
importance to the 'meeting' aspect which is influenced by the social structure.
Friendship relations tend to be homogeneous in terms of age, gender, race and socioeconomic status. According to the 'mating' argument, people are more attracted to
people with similar socio-structural characteristics because they are more likely to
share the same interests and opinions. The 'meeting' argument, on the other hand,
claims that people have a higher chance of meeting similar others, because the social
contexts from which friendships are drawn tend to be homogeneous with respect to
age, gender, race and socio-economic status.
In both explanations of the homogeneity in friendship relations notions from
rational choice theory are present. In the 'mating' argument, it is assumed that people
derive more benefits from relationships with people who are similar in various social
and personal characteristics than from relationships with people who differ in these
aspects. AU other things being equal, people will therefore be more likely to form and
maintain personal relationships with similar others. The 'meeting' argument, however,
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focuses more on the necessary conditions for relationships to develop. A cost-benefit
analysis can only be made for persons whose existence one is aware of, for instance
because some joint activities are shared. Furthermore, the costs involved in developing
and maintaining a relationship are considerably lower when people meet each other
regularly because they share a certain context like workplace, neighbourhood, or
voluntary organization. Since many of these contexts, or foci of activity to use Feld's
(1981) term, have a fairly homogeneous composition, people meet less dissimilar
others than would be expected by chance. Neighbourhoods are, for instance, very
often homogeneous in terms of socio-economic status and life-cycle stage. To a lesser
extent this also goes for the workplace. In other words, the chances of meeting are
socially structured, "...the more similar in social positions two people are, the stronger
their chances of meeting..." (Verbrugge, 1977: p. 578). This effect of the social
structure alone probably accounts for a lot of the homogeneity found in friendship
relations (Blau, 1977; Verbrugge, 1977; Feld, 1982; Huckfeldt, 1983).
It seems plausible to assume that the opportunities and chances of meeting play
a decisive role in delineating the pool of potential candidates. Which of these social
contacts evolve into friendship relations probably depends on both the compatibility
of attitudes, interests and personalities (benefits), and the frequency of structured
contact (costs). It is very difficult, however, to measure the relative importance of the
mechanisms of 'meeting' and 'mating', because most empirical research deals with
relationships that already exist (Verbrugge, 1977). Processes of friendship formation
are very hard to discover, unless they are organized in an experimental setting like
Newcomb (1961) did with college students. Analysis is further complicated by two
other possible mechanisms. First, common attitudes and interests can also enlarge the
possibility of meeting (Verbrugge, 1977). Second, interaction between people can also
result in the development of common attitudes and interests (Homans, 1951; Feld,
1981).

3.4 Costs and benefits in personal relationships: basic hypotheses
In this section some of the costs and benefits that are involved with establishing and
maintaining personal relationships will be discussed. This set of hypotheses is limited
by the absence of a research tradition in this field on the one hand, and by the
secondary nature of the used data on the other hand.3 As a result, many hypotheses
will have a rather tentative character. The costs which are thought to have an effect
on the development and maintenance of personal relationships are discussed in section
3.4.1, and the benefits in section 3.4.2.
Following the argumentation of section 3.2, no separate hypotheses will be

3

The data, used in this study, have been collected to describe the informal support
transactions in the Dutch adult population, or in the words of House (1981: p. 22) "Who gives
what to whom regarding which problems?" (see also section 4.1).
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formulated concerning resources and constraints. The prototypic example derived from
economic theory is the money budget, which determines what can be bought. With
respect to personal relationships this is sometimes supplemented with a time budget
(Broese van Grocnou, 1991: p. 32). However, it is very unlikely that in Western
societies the money budget has an effect on truly personal relationships (after all
"friendships cannot be bought"). The effect of the time budget is also questionable
since personal relationships are not restricted to spare time, but can also be developed
and maintained during working hours (colleagues). Broese van Groenou (1991: p.
106) even found that the longer hours people worked outside the household, the more
personal relationships were maintained after divorce.
The only constraints considered important here are absolute constraints, that is
the availability of potential candidates. The number of children a person has obviously
constrains the number of children she can have a personal relationship with. Hypotheses with respect to these constraints are largely tautologous. Therefore, they will
not be formulated here, but the constraints must, nevertheless, be included as controls
in the analyses.
3.4.1 Costs
Many researchers have stressed the importance of contact opportunities in establishing
and maintaining relationships. The main theoretical proponents of this idea are
Homans (1951), Feld (1981) and Fischer (1977, 1982a). It makes a lot of difference
whether you see someone regularly (e.g. a colleague you work with everyday) or just
now and then (e.g. a fellow member of an organization you only see on annual
meetings). Developing or maintaining a personal relationship with people you do no'
frequently meet as a result of some joint activity is more costly since it takes more
time and effort to get in touch with them. Homans (1951) states that contact between
people leads to positive sentiments (=benefits) which, in tum, results in personal
relationships. However, the first part of this statement seems rather questionable since
contact can just as well produce negative sentiments. Therefore, although the
prediction with respect to the personal relationships is the same, the explanation in
terms of costs is preferred here. The hypothesis (H) can be formulated as follows:
HI : The smaller the contact opportunities, the higher the costs of developing and
maintaining personal relationships, which increases the chance that such a
relationship is not established or that it is ended

A cost factor that has been given more attention in the literature on personal
relationships is reachability, or the geographical distance between persons. It has
frequently been shown that propinquity facilitates social contact and personal
relationships (Darke & Darke, 1969; Athanasiou & Yoshioka, 1973; Schulz, 1978;
Broese van Groenou, 1991; Van Busschbach, 1992a). Explanations mainly focus on
the costs entailed in maintaining relationships over a long distance. These costs make
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a relationship less profitable compared to an otherwise equal, but more proximate
relationship. In Northern California, Fischer (1982a: p. 160) found that about a third
of people's associates live within five minutes' travel distance, and another third live
between a five minutes' and a one hour's drive. In the Netherlands, personal relation
ships are even more local with two thirds living within 15 minutes' travel distance
(Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991).4 Thanks to modem transportation (car, train)
and communication (telephone) techniques, living far apart is no longer a hindrance
that cannot be overcome. However, it still entails extra costs and when people have
the choice between two otherwise equal associates, the one living closer will be
preferred.
An interesting differentiation in this general picture is made by Fischer (1982a)
who separates kin from nonkin. In his sample, more than three quarters of the nonkin
relations live within an hour's drive, while only half of the kin relations live that near.
A possible explanation can be found in the difference in character between kin and
nonkin relations. As was mentioned in section 2.3, kin relations are ascribed, while
nonkin relations are generally more achieved (Knipscheer, 1980). Kin relations are
generally accompanied by a set of norms and obligations which make it difficult to
disengage from them. The costs of ending the relationship, in the form of moral
disapproval, can outweigh the costs of maintaining the relationship over a long
distance. Nevertheless, we expect kin relations to be affected also by geographical
proximity because norms and obligations have weakened, especially with respect to
more distant kin. Additionally, people can limit their contact with relatives to a
minimum without either violating norms or maintaining a close personal relationship.
The hypothesis that kin interaction is negatively associated with geographical distance
is supported by several research findings (Young & Willmott, 1964; Wilkening,
Guerrero & Ginsberg, 1972; Hammel & Yarbrough, 1973; Clark & Gordon, 1979).
Thus, it is hypothesized, for kin and nonkin alike, that
HI: The longer the travel distance, the higher the costs of developing and maintain
ing personal relationships, which increases the chance that such a relationship
is not established or that it is ended

It is generally acknowledged that it takes time to develop relationships. Even in
ascribed family relations it takes some effort to give them meaning. Broese van
Groenou (1991: pp. 157-160) found in a sample of recently divorced persons, that the
development of new relationships became visible only after a number of months.
More specifically, length of residence has been hypothesized to be an important

4

It should be noted that іл Fischer's analysis network members who are only mentioned
in response to the question about taking care of the house (mostly neighbours) are excluded.
In this study, the question about borrowing things, which is also an outstanding example of
neighbourly interaction, is not treated differently from other name generators.
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predictor of the number of neighbours one is related to (Darke & Darke, 1969;
Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). Ishii-Kuntz & Seccombe (1989) found that long-term
residents had the most extensive neighbourhood contacts. Sampson (1988) has shown
that length of residence and community attachment are related, independent of other
factors.
Although it is not impossible to develop a close personal relationship in a short
period of time, it will take a lot of time and effort, which means a lot of costs. This
results in the following general hypothesis
H3: The shorter the period one has known a person, the higher the costs of
developing and maintaining a personal relationship, which increases the chance
such a relationship is not established or that it is ended 5
In research based on social capital theory, the duration of contact is sometimes taken
as an indicator of past investments in the relationship (Flap, 1987; Van Busschbach,
1992a). According to social capital theory, past investments produce claims for future
benefits, which increases the chance that the relationship is maintained. Although this
hypothesis is very similar to the one above, they stem from different theoretical ideas.
Summarizing, the costs of developing and maintaining a personal relationship with
someone are higher as:
- the opportunities for contact with that person are fewer;
- the travel distance to that person is larger;
- the period one has known that person is shorter.
3.4.2

Benefits

Personal relationships do not only involve costs, one can also gain benefits from
them. The most important benefit derived from personal relationships is probably, as
discussed section 1.2, the social support they provide. However, since the personal
relationships have been defined in this study in terms of the rewarding interactions
taking place in them, hypothesizing that social support leads to the development or
maintenance of a personal relationship would be a tautology.
From the beneficial characteristics generally attached to personal relationships
one could conclude that people strive to develop as much of them as possible.
However, maintaining relationships takes time. For most relationships to survive, the
parties should write, call, or visit each other every once in a while. Of course, some
relationships, like with relatives, do not require as much investments as other
relationships, like with friends. In general, ascribed relations will be tougher and more

5
Assuming that a personal relationship is more likely to have been developed if one has
known each other for a longer time, one could also hypothesize that maintaining an existing
personal relationship is less costly than developing a new one.
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resistant to negligence than achieved relations. Nevertheless, also for ascribed
relations, nowadays, a considerable effort is required for the relationship to be a truly
personal one. Thus, there is a problem of choice. The time spent on personal
relationships can generally not be spent on other activities like working, sleeping and
doing things by yourself. In analogy to economics, we hypothesize that the wellknown economic principle of diminishing marginal returns is at work. In short this
principle says Inai the relative value of a certain commodity diminishes the more of
it you already have (the first beer is always better than the tenth). At the same time,
the relative value of other commodities, of which you still have little or nothing,
increases.
Applying this principle of diminishing marginal returns to personal relationships,
the benefits derived from an additional personal relationship will be smaller as the
number of already existing relationships is larger. For instance, when you already
receive a lot of social support from your relatives and neighbours, the need for
additional support from friends is smaller than when you receive no support at all
from relatives and neighbours. At a certain point, time and effort can better be
directed at other purposes than personal relationships. People's strategy to compensate
for the loss or lack of certain relationships with other types of relationships can also
be seen in this light (Bruckner & Knaup, 1988; Broese van Groenou, 1991).
Assuming that kin and nonkin, to some extent, provide the same kind of rewards
(Rieger-Shlonsky, 1969), a person who has little kin relations is more likely to
develop personal relationships with nonkin than a person who has many kin relations,
because for the first the benefits of additional nonkin relationships are much larger
than for the last. Thus, it is hypothesized that,
H4: The larger the number of personal relationships, the lower the benefits derived
from additional personal relationships, which increases the chance that no new
relationships are established

There are also interpersonal differences in the benefits generally derived from
personal relationships. Some want to be surrounded by other people, while others like
to be by themselves. Some, more extravert people like to discuss their problems with
their friends. Other, more introvert people want to solve their own problems and are
reluctant to tell others about them. Socio-psychologists have tried to capture this
difference by a concept called Orientation to self-disclosure', which is defined as the
extent to which one wishes to be emotionally involved in relationships with others
(Cozby, 1973; Brannen & Collard, 1982). It is hypothesized that,
H5: The more people are oriented towards self-disclosure, the more benefits they
derive from personal relationships, the more personal relationships they have
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Not only do people differ in the benefits they derive from personal relationships in
general, but there are additional differences when we consider specific role categories.
Some people like to have a lot of friends and acquaintances, while others mainly stick
to their families. In other words, some people derive more benefits from relationships
with friends and acquaintances, while for other people relationships with kin are more
beneficial. In general, this hypothesis can be formulated as follows,
H6: The more importance people attach to personal relationships with representat
ives of a particular role category, the more benefits they derive from those relat
ionships, the more likely are those relationships developed and maintained
Ал aspect of relationships which is also considered to be a benefit by some research
ers is the homogeneity with respect to gender, age, and marital status (Broese van
Groenou, 1991; Van Busschbach, 1992a). This idea stems mainly from empirical
results that show a clear prevalence of such homogeneous relationships. However, as
was argued in section 2.3.2, homogeneity can just as well be the result of greater
contact opportunities for people with similar background characteristics. While
homogeneous relationships can be beneficial in some respects, for instance because
of similar attitudes, heterogeneous relationships can be beneficial for other purposes,
for instance when special abilities are required that are unequally distributed among
men and women, or among older and younger people. When an elderly person needs
help with moving furniture he may be better off with age heterogeneous than age
homogeneous relationships. This line of reasoning is very similar to Granovetter's
"strength of weak ties" argument (Granovetter, 1973). Taking the above observations
into consideration, it is not appropriate to assume that homogeneous relationships are
more beneficial than heterogeneous ones.
Summarizing, the benefits of developing and maintaining a personal relationship with
someone are higher as:
- the personal network size is smaller
- the orientation to self-disclosure is stronger
- the importance attached to that kind of relationship is larger

3.5

Hypothesis specification: deducing corollaries from basic hypotheses

As the reader may have noticed, some hypotheses in the previous section have been
formulated at the relationship level and others at the respondent level. Since the main
aim of this study is to explain the size and composition of personal networks and
since we lack the information for a complete analysis from the relationship level
upwards, the corollaries presented in this section will be formulated and tested on the
level of the respondent. The basic hypotheses, derived from rational choice theory in
section 3.4, will be specified for the different role categories or subnetworks and, if
necessary, transformed to the proper level of analysis. Mainly because of limitations
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in the data not all hypotheses can be applied to all role categories.
Hypothesis 1 in section 3.4 states that the smaller the contact opportunities are,
the higher the costs of developing and maintaining personal relationships will be.
Since contact opportunities with colleagues are enhanced by working long hours, the
first corollary of this hypothesis is formulated as follows,
HI a • The more hours people work weekly, the more colleagues they include in their
personal networks
For contact opportunities with fellow members of organizations it is not sufficient to
be a member of such organizations. One also has to be an active member, which
means going to meetings. Thus, the number of active organization memberships increases the opportunities for personal contact with fellow members. In other words,
Hlb·

The more organizations people are an active member of, the more fellow
members they include in their personal networks

Another cost inducing factor influencing people's choice of relationships is
reachability, indicated by the travel distance between the potential associates
(hypothesis 2). Limited by the available data, corollaries are formulated with respect
to the kin and fnend categories.
H2a~ The farther away one's partner lives, the smaller the chance that he or she is
included in the personal network
H2b The farther away one's parents live, the smaller the chance that they are
included in the personal network
H2c The farther away one's children live, the smaller the chance that children are
included in the personal network
H2d The farther away one's siblings live, the smaller the chance that siblings are
included in the personal network
H2e· The farther away one's in-laws live, the smaller the chance that in-laws are
included in the personal network
H2f The farther away one's other Ian lives, the smaller the chance that other kin
are included in the personal network
H2g- The farther away one's friends live, the less friends are included in the
personal network 6

6
The reason that this corollary is formulated somewhat differently from the previous ones
is that Poisson instead of binomial regression will be used here, because the exact number of
potential candidates is unknown. The techniques and their applications are further discussed
in chapters 6 and 7, and appendix B.
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The third type of costs which is hypothesized to have an effect on the development
of personal relationships and, therefore, on the size and composition of the personal
network, is the time period during which people have known each other. With respect
to neighbours this is operationalized by the length of residence in the neighbourhood.
When colleagues are concerned, the number of years one is working at the same job
seems relevant (Fischer, 1982a: p. 105; Broese van Groenou, 1991: p. 106). Finally,
the number of years one is married, cohabiting, or just having a steady partner is
hypothesized to be positively correlated with the number of family-in-law in the
network. These considerations result in the following corollaries of hypothesis 3,
H3a: The longer people are married or have a steady partner, the greater the
chance that they include their in-laws in their personal network 7
H3b: The longer people have worked in the same job, the more colleagues they
include in their personal networks
H3c: The longer people have been living in the neighbourhood, the more neighbours
they include in their personal networks

As was mentioned in the previous section, the number of personal relationships a
person has is thought to have a negative effect on the development of additional
relationships. Due to the principle of diminishing marginal returns, the benefits
derived from additional relationships grow less with the size of the existing personal
network. However, when the network size is used to predict the size of the eleven
subnetworks, results will to some extent be tautologous. Therefore, when for instance
predicting the number of friends in the network, size of the network is computed with
all friends excluded. Thus, reading a particular role relationship type for X, the
corollaries of the fourth hypothesis are,
H4a-k: The larger the personal network (X excluded), the less X are included in it
Similar hypotheses can be formulated with respect to relationships with people in one
and the same role category. The more personal relationships with people of role
category X, the lower the benefits of including additional people from that role
category in the personal network. In general, people who have a larger pool of
potential associates from a single role category include more of them in their personal
network, but at a declining rate. Therefore, the chance that an individual associate is
included is smaller when the pool is larger. This hypothesis can only be tested when
the exact size of this pool of potential associates is known. With the data at hand, this
is the case for the kin subnetworks only. With respect to partner the hypothesis is

7
For married people only the number of years they have been married is known, while for
the people who are not married but who do have a steady partner the number of years they
have known each other is queried.
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impossible and with respect to parents unlikely. Therefore, for X, children, siblings,
and in-laws should be read.
H4l-n:

The more X a person has, the smaller the chance that individual X are
included in the personal network

In section 3.4 it was hypothesized that people who are more oriented to self-disclosure
will derive more benefits from personal relationships, especially when they can
discuss their problems with them. Therefore, they are likely to have larger personal
networks of supportive relationships, especially with respect to emotional support.
Since all role relationship categories contain potential providers of social support,
corollaries are formulated with respect to all eleven role categories (X).
H5a-k: The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more X they include in
their personal networks

In the previous section it was hypothesized that people who attach more importance
to relationships with persons from a particular role category will derive more benefits
from those relationships. The importance people attach to different role categories can
be deduced from a number of general and more specific values and attitudes.
People who hold 'traditional family values' are primarily oriented towards their
own family, which is often considered to be a haven in a heartless world (Parsons,
1955; Berger & Kellner, 1964). They attach more importance to their nuclear family
members than people who hold less traditional family values do. It is, therefore,
hypothesized that these people will derive more benefits from personal relationships
with their nuclear family members than people who hold less traditional values with
respect to family life. Thus, the first two corollaries of hypothesis 6 are,
H6a-b: The more traditional family values people hold, the greater the chance that
they include their partner and children in their personal networks
Localism, a concept introduced by Merton (1968), indicates whether one is oriented
predominantly towards one's own locality or whether one has a more cosmopolitan
orientation. It is therefore hypothesized that localists derive more benefits from personal relationships with neighbours than cosmopolites and, therefore, have more
neighbours in their personal networks (Eisinga, Felling & Peters, 1988). Research has
shown that localism and length of residence, which is used as a cost factor in this
study (see corollary 3c), are interrelated (Clark, 1970; Roof, 1978). This must be kept
in mind when analyzing the effects of both localism and length of residence on the
number of personal relationships with neighbours.
Contentment with the neighbourhood is also likely to be indicative of the
importance attached to neighbourhood contacts. This leads one to expect that people
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who are content with their neighbourhood will have more relationships with neighbours than people who are not so content with the neighbourhood they live in.
Although Fischer & Jackson (1976) do not report a correlation between contentment
with neighbourhood and neighbourhood contact, both items do vary in the same
direction with degree of urbanization.
Thus, with respect to the importance attached to personal relationships with
neighbours two corollaries are deduced from hypothesis 6.
Hoc
H6d

The more locahst values people hold, the more neighbours they include in
their personal networks
The more content people are with the neighbourhood they live in, the more
neighbours they include in their personal networks

The importance people attach to work contacts is thought to be indicative of the
benefits derived from personal relationships with colleagues. Similarly, the importance
people attach to social contacts in general is thought to have a bearing on the benefits
derived from contacts with fellow members, acquaintances and friends mainly. This
leads to the formulation of four more corollaries.
H6e
H6f-h

The more importance people attach to work contacts, the more colleagues
they include m their personal networks
The more importance people attach to social contacts, the more fellow
members, acquaintances, and friends they include in their personal networks

Assuming that norms concerning social support are largely internalized, they can be
used as indicators of the importance attached to personal relationships with specific
role categories. When one thinks, for instance, that it is natural or obvious for
relatives to help each other, having personal relationships with kin will probably
produce more benefits than when one does not think that way. The effect of these
norms can also be interpreted in terms of the costs involved in non-conformity
(Heath, 1976). With respect to several different role categories the corresponding
corollaries are,
H6i-j

H6k-o

H6p
H6q

The more people think that parent-child support is natural, the greater the
chance that they include their parents and children in their personal
networks
The more people think that kin support is natural, the greater the chance
that they include their parents, children, siblings, in-laws, and other kin in
their personal networks
The more people think that neighbour support is natural, the more
neighbours they include in their personal networks
The more people think that friend support is natural, the more friends they
include in their personal networks
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Table 3.1
Classification of corollaries according to role relationship categories

hypothesis

in
partner parent child sibling law

other col neigh fellow
kin league hour memb acq

contact opportunities
travel distance
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χ

χ

χ

χ

χ

duration of contact
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χ
x

χ

xx

χ
x
xxx

χ

χ

x

χ
χ

χ

x
χ

χ
x

χ

χ

χ

χ

personal network size

χ

χ
χ

x
χ

friend

x
χ

χ
x
χχχ

χ

χ
x
χ

χ

χ

x

x

χ

χχ

The corollaries that have been deduced from the six basic hypotheses in section 3.4
are categorized according to role relationship in table 3.1 These corollaries will not
be tested until chapter 7 First, the research project is introduced together with the
organization of the survey and the operationalization and measurement of the theoret
ical concepts (chapter 4). Then, in chapters 5 and 6, the socio-stmctural differences
in personal network size and composition are described and compared to results from
the relevant research literature. It is only after that, in chapter 7, that these corollaries
come into focus again. This approach enables us to pinpoint exactly which part of the
univariate socio-structural differences, that guide both academic and popular thinking
about personal networks, can be explained by rational choice theory.
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CHAPTER 4

Design, operationalization and measurement

4.0 Introduction
In the previous chapters the theoretical framework of this study has been portrayed.
In this chapter the methodological aspects are discussed. The survey, from which the
data for this study were obtained, is introduced in section 4.1, while the operationalization and measurement of the personal network, rational choice concepts, and background characteristics is described in section 4.2.

4.1 Research design: organization of the survey
The question "how have the data been gathered?" is an especially relevant one, which
will be answered in this section. Topics that will pass in review are the broad outline
and background of the survey (4.1.1), the sampling procedure (4.1.2), the fieldwork
(4.1.3), the stages of data-entry, data-conversion, and data-cleaning (4.1.4) and,
finally, whether the sample can be considered representative of the adult Dutch
population (4.1.5).
4.1.1 Background of the survey
This study is part of a larger project on 'Primary RElationships and SOcial Support'
(PRESOS). The project consists of two major, intertwined components (Felling,
Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991).
The first component focuses on primary relationships and personal networks, and
reflects the participation in the 1986 International Social Survey Program (ISSP) on
'Social Networks and Social Support Systems'. The program is carried out under the
auspices of the Zentrum für Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen (ZUMA) in
Mannheim. A standard 20 to 30 minute questionnaire was developed and used in
surveys in nine participating countries, namely the Federal Republic of Germany,
Great Britain, Italy, Austria, Hungary, the United States of America, Australia,
Ireland, and the Netherlands. Two more countries will probably join, namely Norway
and Israel.
The international questionnaire mainly focuses on particular role relationships,
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especially kin, and the information obtained on social support is very concise (see for
further details: Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991). Therefore, a second
component was added, emphasizing the informal support that was either expected or
actually received from the primary environment. Furthermore, the informal support
the interviewee gave or expected to give to others is also included. The extension of
the questionnaire in this direction was made possible by grants from the Queen
Juliana Fund (Koningin Juliana Fonds) and the Fund Research Social Services (Fonds
Onderzoek Maatschappelijke Dienstverlening).
4.1.2 The sample
In the autumn of 1985 a survey was conducted on 'Social and cultural developments
in the Netherlands' (SOCON). The respondents for this project were selected
following a two-stage random-sample design, incorporating regional zone and degree
of urbanization of the municipalities that were asked to participate (see for further
details: Felling, Peters & Schreuder, 1987: pp. 4-7). Although there are some small
differences with respect to age and sex, the sample is considered to be "an optimal
approximation of the Dutch population".
Of the 3003 respondents, 2082 indicated that they were willing to participate in
a follow-up study. The addresses of the other 921 respondents have been destroyed
for privacy reasons. From the remaining file, a random subsample of 1253 was drawn,
of which 103 no longer fell within the sampling frame. In the majority of cases (92%)
this was because the person had moved to a different address, and could not be
traced.' Of the 1150 persons that could be contacted, 902 were willing to participate
in the PRESOS survey. This rather high response rate of 78.4 is undoubtedly the
result of some self selection. The people that were approached all had participated in
a survey one and a half years ago, and had indicated that they were willing to
cooperate again. The reasons for non-response were very diverse: no time (85), three
times not at home (37), general refusal (34), not interested (30), illness (17), longterm absence (15), refusal for personal reasons (13), not at home or refusal after
appointment (7), aversion for research (6), subject of research too personal (4).
The representativeness of the PRESOS sample, with respect to both the general
population and the larger SOCON sample, is discussed in section 4.1.5.
4.1.3 The fieldwork
After the questionnaire was constructed, which is thoroughly discussed in Molin &
Van der Poel (1987), it was tested in eight pilot interviews. Special attention was paid
to the length of the interviews, the comprehensibility of the questions, and the internal

1
In 75 cases the respondent had moved to another municipality, while in 20 cases the
respondent was unknown at this address. Seven respondents had deceased, and one had become
mentally handicapped.
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structure of the questionnaire.
The average pilot interview took two and a half hours. It is generally assumed
that lengthy interviews produce respondent and interviewer fatigue and can, therefore,
severely lower the quality of the information obtained (Herzog & Bachman, 1981;
Converse & Presser, 1986). The motivation of the respondent to cooperate is also
dependent on the monotony of the questionnaire. Long lists of attitudinal statements
about topics of low personal interest seduce respondents to adopt "...a uniform and,
therefore, less taxing response strategy" (Herzog & Bachman, 1981: p. 558).
Taking these and other, financial considerations into account, the questionnaire
was shortened to one hour and three quarters on average. The length of the interview
is rather strongly dependent on the size of the personal network and the involvement
with social support. Therefore, the length of the interviews shows a lot of variation.
About 40 percent of the interviews took one and a half hours or less, while somewhat
less than 20 percent lasted over two hours. Although this is still rather a long time,
the fact that the questions and tasks in the questionnaire are of a very personal nature
and there are no long lists of attitudinal statements is likely to secure the intrinsic
motivation of the respondents.
In order to check this, some evaluative questions were asked at the end of the
interview. About 65 percent of the respondents was positive or very positive about the
interview, indicated by qualifications like 'interesting', 'fascinating', 'fine', and
'good'. Slightly more than 20 percent took a more negative stand, saying it was
'tiring', 'difficult', 'confusing', or 'intense'. The others were less outspoken: 'rather
nice' or 'not too bad'. Understandably, the respondents whose interviews look over
two hours more often found it tiring and difficult. About 35 percent of them thought
so, while for the interviews which took one and a half hour or less this was only 15
percent. However, still 55 percent of the respondents who where questioned for over
two hours were positive or very positive about the interview.
In answer to the question "Did you think the issues interesting?", 70 percent said
'yes' and only 5 percent said 'no'. The other 25 percent took an intermediate stand.
These percentages do not differentiate significantly with respect to the length of the
interview. The findings thereby clearly indicate that the intrinsic motivation of the
great majority of the respondents was good or very good, and that it did not decrease
dramatically when the interview took a long time. This surely has a positive effect on
the quality of the answers and makes the length of the interview less problematic.
The testinterviews also led to considerable changes in the wording of some
questions in order to avoid problems of comprehensibility. As a check on the success
of these changes, a number of evaluative questions were included in the final
questionnaire. Over 80 percent of the respondents did not think any question too
difficult to answer. Of the 18 percent that did, half had difficulty with the more
personal questions on experiences, problems, and feelings. These difficulties have,
however, little to do with comprehensibility but more with the subject of the
questions. A third of these respondents had problems with a number of specific
questions that are not used in this study, while one in six (3 percent of all
respondents) had difficulty with a lot of questions, which sometimes needed further
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explanation. Information obtained from the interviewers confirmed these findings.
The pilot interviews also revealed some incorrect or incomplete routings in the
questionnaire that had to be adjusted. It was, however, clear at the outset that the
structure of the questionnaire and some of the tasks were rather complicated. Despite
the fact that a corps of trained interviewers would do the interviews, special difficulties could be expected with respect to the personal network questions. Therefore,
a special effort was made to make the instructions in the questionnaire as clear as
possible. Furthermore, all interviewers received a manual with background information, general instructions, and elucidations on some specific questions.
The written instructions were supplemented by a two and a half hour instruction
session for the interviewers. In these sessions, one in each of the four regional zones,
special attention was paid to the questions concerning the personal network
delineation. Not only were these questions at the heart of the project, they were also
most deviant from regular survey questions. An interview was simulated and taperecorded, which served as exercise material. The tape was played in the session and
the interviewers were asked to note down the answers given. Afterwards, the exercises
were evaluated collectively, and they proved to have been very useful. From questions
asked on other parts of the questionnaire, it became clear that longer instruction
sessions would not have been superfluous.
The actual interviewing was coordinated by the Institute of Applied Social
Sciences (ITS) in Nijmegen. They selected 99 trained interviewers from all parts of
the country for this survey. After the instruction sessions, which took place between
the 11th and 17th of March 1987, each interviewer had to complete two interviews
and send these directly to the ITS. The interviews were thoroughly checked, which
resulted in some additional instructions. Every interviewer was sent a letter in which
her attention was drawn to the most common mistakes and to her own specific errors.
Only after the interviewer had received these instructions, and in some cases a
personal call, she was allowed to continue with the other interviews.
From March to July 1987, 902 interviews were held. The average number of
interviews per interviewer is nine, but there is a lot of variation. Eight interviewers
held only one, while one came up with no less than 78 completed interviews. Both
extremes should probably have been avoided. The first because it is very inefficient,
the second because it is not imaginary that the interview becomes too much of a
routine, and the interviewer will be less open to differences between respondents.2

2

With respect to the dependent variable, the personal network, this proves not to be the
case. Neither the average, nor the variance of the personal network sizes of these 78
respondents differ significantly from those of the rest. However, they do have significantly less
in-laws and more acquaintances in their networks. Additional analyses reveal that the results
in the subsequent chapters are in no way affected by these differences.
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4.1.4 The data
After collecting the data, the ITS also took care of the data-entry. The data were
entered in the same order as in the questionnaire and only one record was reserved
for each respondent. This resulted in a data set containing 902 records and about
2,500 columns.
It was considered particularly important to make an explicit distinction between
'not applicable', 'unknown', and 'don't know' (Molin & Van der Poel, 1988). In the
first case, there is no answer because the question is, correctly, not asked. In the
second, there is no answer because the question is, erroneously, not asked or not
answered. In the last case, the question is asked, but the respondent answers that he
does not know or has no opinion. Because of the multitude of routings in the
questionnaire, making these distinctions meant a lot of work.
The search for errors, and subsequently their correction, was done by computer.
By inspecting frequency distributions, 'out of range' codes can be discovered. Errors
concerning the distinction between 'not applicable' and 'unknown', and other
inconsistencies can only be discovered by crossing variables. All the routings were
checked, but it is impossible to reckon with all possible inconsistencies in this dataset
beforehand. A lot of these errors, however, have been discovered and corrected 'on
the way', while analyzing the material.
When the errors were due to the data-entry, they could be corrected by
consulting the questionnaires. When the interviewer made the mistake, the right
answer could sometimes be deduced from the answers to other questions. Otherwise,
the information is considered to be 'missing'.
After the data-cleaning, there was still another problem inhibiting the analysis
of the data, namely the way in which they were filed. All information on the respondent and his or her personal network was stored in one record. The person with the
largest network determined the breadth of the dataset. To facilitate analysis of the
personal network, the dataset was split in two files. In one file, all the information on
the respondent was stored. The other one was reserved for the information on the
personal network members and their relationship to the respondents. In this network
file, each network member has his own record. Every record has a unique code consisting of the code of the respondent to whose network the person belongs, and a code
which distinguishes him from the other members of that respondent's personal
network. This filing system makes it relatively easy to aggregate information on the
network members to the personal network level of the respondent.
4.1.5 Representativeness of the sample
Despite the unusual sampling procedure, described in section 4.1.2, the sample can
be considered random, and thus generalizations to the entire population between 20
and 72 years of age are justified. In order to check whether or not the non-response,
either in the SOCON or the PRESOS subsample, is selective the distributions of sex,
age, marital state, degree of urbanization, and regional zone in the PRESOS sample
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have been compared to those of the relevant population.
To make comparisons possible, the respondents between 20 and 69 years have
been selected (N=883). The data for the Dutch population of 20 to 69 years,
pertaining to January 1st of 1987, are derived from the Netherlands Central Bureau
of Statistics (1987; 1988). With respect to regional zone, both the data for the
population and for the PRESOS sample refer to people in the age of 20 to 64 years
(N=827). Data on degree of urbanization are only available for the total population.
The best approximation is to use the total sample in this case (n=902).
In table 4.1 the distributions in percentages for both the PRESOS sample and
the relevant Dutch population are given, as well as the p-value associated with the
Chi-square test. The distributions of sex, age, degree of urbanization, and regional
zone in the PRESOS sample do not
differ significantly from those in the
Table 4.1
general population. With respect to
Distribution of background characteristics In the
these characteristics, no non-rePresos sample and the population (percentages)
sponse selectivity can be traced.
However, the distribution of the
background
sample population
respondents according to marital
characteristic
spring '87 1-1-1987 p-value
state does show significant differences with the population distribugender
.486
tion. Married people are overrepmale
49.1
50.3
49.7
female
50.9
resented, and the unmarried, divorcage
.087
ed, and widowed slightly under20-29 years
22.5
26.7
represented. Apparently, people
26.1
30-39 years
24.9
who are married were more inclined
40-49 years
20.2
19.6
to participate. Further specification
17.1
15.6
50-59 years
60-69 years
14.0
13.2
makes clear that the overrepresentmarital status
.008
ation of the married is most marked
never married
21.2
24.3
for men older than 50, and for
married
67.0
72.3
women between 30 and 49 years
divorced
5.5
4.3
(Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel,
widowed
2.3
3.2
regional zone
.974
1991).
north

10.2

10.6

Comparing the PRESOS to the
east
18.9
18.9
SOCON sample, the same differwest
45.2
45.2
ences in marital status distribution
south
25.8
25.3
.256
degree of urbanization
can be noticed. For the other distrirural
11.6
11.3
butions mentioned above no signiurbanized rural
39.8
37.6
ficant differences can be found.
small/medium towns
24.9
24.1
Using the SOCON sample as referlarge towns
24.0
26.8
ence, additional comparisons can be
made with respect to level of education and social class, for which no population data are available. The distribution
of level of education does not differ between the two samples. However, in the
PRESOS sample less people are working in the service class and more people are
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skilled manual workers than would be expected by chance. In other words, people in
the service class seem to have been a bit more reluctant to participate again, while
skilled manual workers, on the other hand, have been more cooperative.
Despite these statistical curtailments, the randomness of the sample allows for
generalizations to the general population. However, when specific population estimates
are to be given of certain variables, for instance personal network size, some extra
care should be taken with respect to the overrepresentation of married people in the
sample, and the small differences in willingness to participate between the social
classes.

4.2 Operationalization and measurement
In the first chapter, personal relationships have been discussed. It proved to be very
difficult to find a straightforward definition of what constitutes a personal relationship.
Therefore, in this section, an operational definition will be developed with which the
really important personal relationships can be distinguished from the more superficial
and less personal ones. In other words, which persons belong to the personal network
and which persons do not? This network delineation problem is discussed in section
4.2.2. The operationalization and measurement of the socio-structural characteristics
and rational choice concepts (constraints, costs and benefits) is described in section
4.2.3 and 4.2.4 respectively. But beforehand, social network analysis and its use in
personal network research is briefly introduced in section 4.2.1.
4.2.1 Social network analysis
Much of sociological theory is concerned with the extent to which individuals are
influenced by other people, the groups they belong to, and by society as a whole.
Apart from the mass media this influence mainly flows through channels of personal
contact. Still, however, mainstream sociological research pays hardly any attention to
actual personal relationships. It merely focuses on personal characteristics and tries
to infer individual behaviour from social category membership. One thereby assumes
that these different social categories represent different kinds of social contexts or
personal environments. What these social contexts look like often remains a black
box.
In reaction to this rather atomistic approach, with its emphasis on survey
samples of unconnected individuals, a new methodology has been developed since the
late nineteen sixties, called social network analysis. This methodology not only takes
individuals and their characteristics into account, but also the relationships between
these individuals. The main focus of social network analysts is the relationship
structure of a network.
Anthropologists and sociologists have long used the concept of social network
as a metaphor to describe the complex web of relations between people (RadcliffeBrown, 1940; Fortes, 1949; Simmel, 1955). Barnes (1972) and especially Mitchell
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(1969) have made a successful effort to translate the social network metaphor into an
applicable analytic concept. Mitchell (1969: p. 2) defines a social network as "a
specific set of linkages among a defined set of persons, with the additional property
that the characteristics of these linkages as a whole may be used to interpret the social
behaviour of the persons involved".
Most social network researchers study whole networks with information on all
the nodes and ties within a system. Some of these systems have natural boundaries,
like student dormitories (Newcomb, 1961), factory departments (Homans, 1951), and
cloisters (Sampson, 1969). Others are defined by the researcher, like in studies of
interlocking directorates (Fennema & Schijf, 1979; Burt, 1983; Stokman, Ziegler &
Scott, 1984; Duffhues, Felling & Roes, 1985), or by the network members themselves, like in elite studies (Felling, 1974a; Laumann & Pappi, 1976; Burt, 1978;
Duyvendak, 1990).
These whole networks enable researchers to analyze the relationship structure
of that particular system. However, because attention is paid to a single system only,
these network studies are essentially case studies, making generalizations to the
general population impossible. Although a network consists of a sample of respondents, this is not a random sample from the general population. On the contrary, it is
a very selective sample containing only those persons that belong to a particular
system.
Recently, researchers have been trying to overcome these problems by
incorporating social network measures into their survey research. Laumann (1973)
asked his respondents to name their three best friends, Burt (1984) asked for the five
or less persons the interviewee discussed personal problems with, and Fischer (1982a)
used a set of questions on exchange of goods and services to elicit the names of the
persons important to the respondent. After delineating these so-called personal or egocentred networks, additional questions are asked about each of its members (e.g. age,
gender, marital status, contact frequency with the respondent).
Since, in survey research, a random sample is drawn from a large population,
it is very unlikely that persons mentioned by the interviewees are in the sample
themselves. There will be no overlap between the networks thus delineated, resulting
in a random sample of unconnected personal networks. Barnes (1972) calls these
networks, consisting of a focal individual surrounded by a number of associates,
primary stars. It is possible to expand these networks by contacting the persons
mentioned by the initial interviewees. Asking them the same questions will produce
secondary stars and primary zones. This procedure can be repeated ad infinitum to get
third order stars, fourth order stars, and so on.
In research so far, personal networks have been restricted to the primary star.
The reasons for this limitation are mainly of a practical nature. The number of
persons to be interviewed increases exponentially with every higher order star.
Starting with a normal random sample of 1,000 respondents, McCallister & Fischer's
method (1978) would produce some 18,500 persons to be interviewed in the second
step. Assuming that half of the persons generated by these new respondents have not
been mentioned before, the size of the next sample to be contacted will be over
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170,000. Contrary to elite research, this procedure, also known as snow-ball sampling,
will probably not reach a saddle point where new steps will not produce new names.
Another problem with snow-ball sampling is the non-response which leads to missing
data and blank spots in the network. Not only can people themselves refuse to
participate, otherwise cooperating respondents can still be very reluctant to provide
the interviewer with the full names and addresses of the persons in his or her
network.
In addition to the primary stars, several researchers have tried to obtain some
information from the interviewee on the ties between the members of his or her
network (Phillips & Fischer, 1981; Burt, 1987b; Marsden, 1987; Van Sonderen &
Ormel, 1989), yielding so-called primary zones (Barnes, 1972). The only information
of this kind that can reliably be acquired from the focal individual is whether or not
these persons know one another. This provides the researcher with a rough indication
of the density of the network, that is the proportion of all possible ties between
network members that really exist.
Unfortunately, the information contained in these primary stars and zones is too
limited to apply the large body of sophisticated measures of network structure to
(Felling, 1974b; Pappi, 1987). Nevertheless, these first steps in cross-fertilising social
network analysis and more traditional categorical analysis are very promising and
provide survey researchers with new, important, and real socio-structural variables like
the size and composition of the personal network.
4.2.2 Delineating personal networks 3
In section 1.2, it proved very difficult to give a clear cut conceptual definition of a
personal relationship. However, the characteristics Burgess (1981) attributed to
personal relationships provide some clues for an operational definition. For the
research problem at hand, "diverse interactions across several behavioural and
situational domains" and "substantial influence on each other's lives" seem to be the
most crucial ones. These two characteristics are used as criteria to distinguish
important personal relationships from superficial and impersonal ones or, in other
words, to determine which relationships belong to the personal network.
In the literature, four approaches to delineating personal networks are generally
distinguished: the interaction, role relation, affective, and exchange approach
(McCallister & Fischer, 1978; Van Tilburg, 1985; Milardo, 1987; Van Sonderen,
Ormel, Brilman & Van Linden van den Heuvell, 1990; Van Sonderen, 1991). Each
approach uses its own criteria for the inclusion of persons in the ego-centred network
of the interviewee.
The interaction approach uses interpersonal contact as the criterion of inclusion.
It simply asks people to keep a record of all contacts they have during a certain

3

A more extensive discussion of the delineation of personal networks has recently been
published in Social Networks (Van der Poel, 1993a).
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period of time (Cubitt, 1973; Milardo, Johnson & Huston, 1983; Nezlek, Wheeler &
Reis, 1983).
The criteria used by the role relation approach are the culturally circumscribed
role relationships that are accompanied by a specific set of expectations, obligations,
and rights (Kleiner & Parker, 1976). Many students of personal relationships limit
their research to one or a few of these role relationships, for instance the family, other
relatives, neighbours, and friends (Litwak & Szelenyi, 1969; Arling, 1976; Knipscheer, 1980; Dickens & Perlman, 1982; Sudman, 1988).
The subjective value a relationship has for a person is the starting point of the
affective approach. People are asked, for example, to name the persons with whom
they have a close personal relationship (Wellman, 1979; Van Tilburg, 1988), or the
ones who are important to them (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980).
Finally, the exchange approach, based on the theory of social exchange (Thibaut
& Kelley, 1959; Homans, 1961), assumes that "people who are sources of rewarding
interactions will be particularly important in shaping respondents' attitudes and
behavior" (McCallister & Fischer, 1978; p. 135).4 A number of questions on the
exchange of goods and services are used as indicators of these rewarding interactions.
These questions constitute a set of specific criteria for delineating the personal
network. Examples of these exchange questions are "with whom do you talk about
personal worries?", "with whom do you engage in social activities (like inviting home
for dinner, or going to a movie)?", and "who, if any, helped with household tasks in
the last three months?".
In order to meet the research purposes of this study, the network delineation
approach has to have two specific qualities. First, the persons selected as network
members must have a personal relationship with the interviewee, that is, diverse
interactions across several behavioural and situational domains must be present as
well as a substantial influence on each other's lives. Linking these two characteristics
logically leads to the idea that the interactions must be meaningful in terms of the
influence on both person's lives. From section 1.2 it is known that health and wellbeing are areas on which personal relationships can have an important influence.
Second, the personal networks must be comparable across different types of
individuals. In other words, the name generating questions have to be as
straightforward as possible, leaving little room for different subjective interpretations.
Table 4.2 summarizes the evaluation of the four approaches on these two dimensions:
validity (do we measure the networks we want to measure, namely the set of
relationships in which diverse interactions and a substantial influence on each other's
lives takes place?) and objectivity (are the networks comparable across different types
of individuals?).

4

Although some have stressed that negative interactions should not be overlooked (Belle,
1981; Rook, 1984), people with whom one is only engaged in negative interactions are not
considered personal relationships according to Burgess' (1981) definition (see paragraph 1.1)
and will, therefore, not be included in the personal network.
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The interaction approach scores low on the aspect of validity because the criterion it
usually employs, contact pur sang, does not necessarily imply diverse interactions
across various domains Furthermore, simple contact is not enough to exert substantial
influence on a person's life. Using the interaction approach would, for instance,
include the baker and the grocer one sees every week. According to the definition
employed here, these contacts do not classify as personal relationships. The role
relation approach generally limits the network to family, neighbours and friends, and
therefore ignores the pure businesslike contacts. However, by indiscriminately
including some role relationships and excluding others, it takes a normative stand and
ignores individual and intra-role differences. Not all respondents will have meaningful
interactions with and be substan
tially influenced by all of their
^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ = ^ = ^ = = ^ = ^ =
relatives Some of them will even
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fui in detecting relationships that
are personal according to the standards employed here It is very likely
that, in assessing the importance of associates, the interviewee applies entena similar
to 'meaningful interactions' and 'substantial influence'. Finally, the exchange
approach elicits the names of the persons with whom the interviewee has rewarding
interactions. This approach is the only one that uses the actual content of the
interactions, one of the two most important indicators of a personal relationship, as
a selection cntenon. Whether they are meaningful and influential depends on the
nature of the interactions that are used as 'name-generators'.
With regard to the objectivity dimension, the interaction approach scores very
high. Contact or interaction can be clearly defined by the researcher, for instance
talking to each other face to face, and will be interpreted in much the same way by
all respondents. For most role relationships, definitions are very clear cut and not
subject to misinterpretation. There is, however, one important exception, namely the
fnendship role. In section 2 3.1 it was mentioned that different people use different
entena for calling someone a friend. So, asking respondents to name their fnends will
produce answers which are difficult to compare across individuals. The affective
approach is clearly the worst method when objectivity is concerned. Subjective
interpretations of the question "who is important to you?" will vary a great deal
(Fischer, 1982a; p. 286) Some people will feel compelled to name the normatively
defined role relationships with relatives, while others are more inclined to name
persons they feel emotionally close to. Still others may consider the people with
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whom they interact most frequently to be most important to them. What is worse, the
researcher remains ignorant of the criteria actually employed. Finally, the objectivity
of the exchange approach depends largely on the specificity of the questions asked.
When people are asked to name the persons with whom they discuss personal
problems, not everyone will have the same sort of problems in mind. It is better to
ask a set of very specific questions that sort of covers the population of "rewarding
interactions" (McCallister & Fischer, 1978). When asking about problems with your
partner or help with filling in forms, the interviewees will, to a large extent, have the
same kind of interaction in mind, thereby guaranteeing objectivity.
According to the evaluation of the four approaches on the dimensions of validity
and objectivity, the exchange approach is clearly best suited to serve the purposes of
this study. In the next section, this delineation method, and the instrument based on
it, will be discussed in more detail.
4-2.3 The Personal Network Delineation Instrument
In the previous section the exchange approach proved to be the most promising
method for delineating personal networks, defined as a set of persons that have
diverse meaningful interactions with, and exert substantial influence on, the
interviewee. McCallister & Fischer (1978) were the first to construct an instrument
based on this exchange approach. They wanted to tap "the part of respondents'
networks that most influenced their attitudes, behavior, and well-being" and called it
the "core" network (McCallister & Fischer, 1978: p. 135). To make sure that they
covered the broad range of possible meaningful interactions they tested about 30 items
in a pilot survey. With a selection of 10 items they were able to elicit 90 percent of
the names generated by the larger set. Thus, with respect to their name-eliciting
function this subset is representative of the larger population of rewarding interactions.
The ten questions cover the following topics:
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

who would care for the respondents' homes if they went out of town;
if they work, with whom they talk about work decisions;
who, if anyone, had helped with household tasks in the last three months;
with whom they engaged in social activities (like inviting home for dinner,
or going to a movie);
who they talk with about hobbies;
if unmarried, who their fiancees or "best friends" are;
with whom they talk about personal worries;
whose advice they consider in making important decisions;
from whom they would or could borrow a large sum of money;
enumeration of adult members of the respondents' households (> 15 years).

The interviewers were instructed to record only the first eight names mentioned with
each question, with the exception of question 4 (10 names) and 9 (4 names). The ten
questions together elicited an average of 12.8 different names (Fischer, 1982a: p. 37).
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In addition, respondents were asked if there was anyone important to them who did
not show up on the hst the interviewer had compiled. An average of 5.7 names were
added, resulting in a personal network size which ranged from 2 to 67 with an
average of 18.5.
Questions 6 and 10 do not seem to fit in very well because they are in fact
question from the role relation approach. Of course, these relationships will in general
contain diverse interactions and exert substantial influence, but if they do not, they
should not be considered part of the personal network. Furthermore, if they do contain
diverse interactions they will be mentioned in response to one or more of the other
questions, leaving questions 6 and 10 redundant.
The remaining eight questions explicitly deal with supportive actions and are,
therefore, very likely to generate the names of people who provide important rewards
(social support) and have a substantial influence on the respondent's life (e.g. wellbeing). They can be classified in terms of the social support dimensions discussed in
section 1.2. Questions 1, 3 and 9 are clearly instances of instrumental support, while
question 7 pertains to emotional support. Social companionship is indicated by
questions 4 and 5. Questions 2 and 8 both involve informational support. According
to the kind of information given, they could be classified as either instrumental or
emotional support.
Trying to improve the objectivity of the instrument, the general item on personal
worries is replaced with two more specific questions on discussing serious partner
problems and talking to someone about feeling depressed. The same goes for the
question on social activities, which is subdivided into a question about visiting each
other and one about going out together. Furthermore, question 2 is skipped because
it does not apply to all respondents, and because there is some overlap with question
8. The remaining questions are changed a little or replaced by others, because these
are thought to be more appropriate.5 Instead of question 1, the respondents are asked
who they would tum to when they needed to borrow food products or a piece of
equipment. Finally, the household tasks in question 3 are replaced with jobs in or
around the house, and another instrumental support question on help with illness is
added at the expense of the one on talking about hobbies.
Another adjustment concerns the formulation of the questions. Fischer (1982a:
appendix B) first asks a filter question before probing for names, e.g. "Often people
rely on the judgement of someone they know in making important decisions about
their lives—for example, decisions about their family or their work. Is there anyone
whose opinion you consider seriously in making important decisions?". Only if the
interviewee gives an affirmative answer, the interviewer probes for the names of the
people whose opinion is considered. With the questions on household tasks and social
activities the filter question is even more stringent. Only the names of the persons

5
Some of these questions were given at the outset because of the participation in the
International Social Survey Project on Social Networks and Social Support Systems (Felling
& Fiselier. 1992).
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who have been actually engaged in these activities in the last three months are to be
mentioned.
As mentioned above, the personal network in this study is defined as the set of
persons with whom one has meaningful interactions and who substantially influence
ego's life. These interactions do not necessarily have to be frequent and recent to
have an impact. However, a time limit is necessary because asking people about
things from the past produces serious reliability problems. Therefore, questions about
interactions are generally limited to the last six months or so (Fischer, 1982a; Molin
& Van der Poel, 1987). A still better solution is probably to ask for those persons
whom one would ask for help or advice if the need for such support should arise.
First of all, the persons mentioned are important to the interviewee at this moment
because they are the ones he would rely on for help and support if necessary. Second,
asking for potential providers of support increases the objectivity, that is the
comparability of personal networks across respondents. Asking for persons who
provided support in (he last months leads to large networks for people who recently
needed a lot of support, and to small networks for people who could do without.
Therefore, a hypothetical form of questioning is chosen, e.g. "Suppose you need help
with jobs in or around the house, for instance holding a ladder or moving furniture.
Whom would you ask for this sort of help?".
The relationships in a personal network delineated with these kind of hypothetical questions do not necessarily contain 'diverse interactions' at this moment or
in the recent months. However, they are relationships in which these kind of
interactions occur, either in the past, at present or in the future. They are also likely
to have a serious impact on people's lives, even if recently no support has been
exchanged (cf. the discussion of the 'main effect' in section 1.2).
The one question that remains is whether these expectations concerning future
support are justified. In other words, can people reliably assess which people are
likely to provide them with help or support in times of need? People base their
expectations of future support on past experiences (Van Tilburg, 1985). These past
experiences may include the exchange of that specific kind of support, but also the
exchange of other kinds of support and other aspects of the relationship like closeness.
With respect to support received in the past few months some additional questions are
asked concerning prior expectations. The answers reveal that very few respondents
have been disappointed in their prior expectations of support (Felling, Fiselier & Van
der Poel, 1991). Therefore, it may be concluded that people have a fairly accurate
idea of what they can expect from their associates.
The exact formulations of the final set of questions is given on the next page.
The question are subdivided into the three support dimensions described in section
1.2, namely emotional support, instrumental support, and social companionship. The
classification of items in dimensions has been checked with the help of 25 judges,
who were very harmonious in their answers (Molin & Van der Poel, 1987).
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Emotional support
1 Suppose you have senous problems with your partner which you cannot
discuss with him or her. With whom would you talk about such problems7
2 Suppose you are feeling depressed and you want to talk to someone about
it. With whom would you talk about such problems?
3 Suppose you need advice with a major change in your Me, for instance
changing jobs or moving to another area. Whom would you ask for advice
if such a major change occurred in your life?
Instrumental support
4 Suppose you need help with a job in or around the house, for instance
holding a ladder or moving furniture. Whom would you ask for this sort of
help?
5 Suppose you have the flu and must stay in bed for a couple of days Whom
would you ask to take care of you or to do your shopping9
6 Suppose you need to borrow a large sum of money. Whom would you ask9
7 Suppose you need sugar or something like that and the shops are closed, or
you need a piece of equipment. Whom would you ask to lend you these sort
of things9
8 Suppose you have problems with filling in forms, for instance tax forms, or
with your administration. Whom would you ask for help with such
problems?
Social companionship
9 With whom do you go out once in a while, for instance shopping, going for
a walk, going to a restaurant or to a movie9
10 With whom do you have contact at least once a month, by visiting each
other for a chat, a cup of coffee, a drink or a game of cards?
When an interviewee mentions more than five persons he is probed for the five most
important ones. The effect this limitation might have on the results is discussed in
section 5.1. There is also room in the questionnaire for up to two professional helpers
(except for questions 9 and 10), but they are nol considered part of the personal
network In order to improve anonymity and still secure the possibility of
distinguishing between different persons, the respondents are asked to mention the
first name and the first letter of the surname of each network member6
Following Fischer, a question is added to probe for any additional names
However, since Fischer's question strongly resembles the one used in the affective
approach and has the same disadvantage (lack of objectivity), an alternative

6

Via a special card the names of all network members were linked to a unique code In
the questionnaire only the codes are noted, not the names If they wanted to, respondents could
keep the card, leaving us with a completely anonymous questionnaire
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formulation was chosen "Сал you give me the names of the people who are not on
7
the list but from whom you still get a lot of support ". Although more general in
formulation, this question is restricted to actual support and, therefore, also dependent
on the recent need for support Furthermore, interviewees can differ substantially on
what they consider to be 'a lot of support'. To ensure the comparability of the
personal networks across respondents, the additional names generated by this question
are not included in this study.
The persons who are mentioned in response to at least one of the above namegenerating questions are considered to have a personal relationship with the
interviewee.7 In these relationships diverse interactions occur and there is likely to
be a substantial influence on each other's lives Relationships that contain none of the
above interactions are considered not to be true personal relationships, and are not
included in the personal network. In most instances this will be correct conclusion.
However, some relationships, that do contain important interactions but not the ones
administered by the instrument employed here, will be wrongfully excluded This
error is probably not very large since Fischer's ten-item instrument elicited 90 percent
of the persons that were generated with a much larger instrument administering 30
different interactions. Others may prefer to call this set of people the personal support
network, reserving the personal network concept for a much larger set of people
containing also pure role relationships. Although this is also justifiable, it is
considered more appropriate here to define the personal network rather more strictly
as the set of relationships that contain diverse interactions and exert substantial
influence on the lives of the persons involved in them The personal network defined
this way is delineated by the Personal Network Delineation Instrument in a very
satisfactory way
4.2.4

Dependent variables: personal network size and composition

The most commonly used, and most comprehensible, aspect of personal networks is
their size (Phillips & Fischer, 1981; Fischer, 1982a; Burt, 1987a; Marsden, 1987,
Rands, 1987). It is computed simply by counting the number of persons who are
mentioned in response to one or more of the ten name generating questions Since
some people did mention their (very) small children, especially in response to the
question about going out together, and others did not, the comparability of these
answers can be doubted It is very well possible that people who do take their

7

Strictly speaking, people should be mentioned in response to at least two name-generating
questions, since a personal relationship is defmed to include 'diverse interactions across several
behavioural and situational domains' However, since only a small, but representative, sample
of all possible interactions is admmistered, it is very likely that people mentioned in response
to only one of the name-generating questions also have other interactions with the interviewee,
e g some kind of sociable interaction Therefore, they are also considered to be personal
relationships
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children for a walk once in a while, do not consider them social companions
Therefore, the age limit, beneath which persons are deleted from the networks, is set
at 12."
Not only the number of people in the personal network is important, but also the
different kinds of people With respect to all personal network members a set of
characteristics is administered including gender, age, marital status, full-time job or
education, role relationship, contact frequency (face to face and by telephone or
letter), duration of contact, and travel distance. Unfortunately, education and
occupation were too expensive to assess for all network members, while the income
and political affiliation of the network members cannot be reliably obtained from the
interviewee (Laumann, 1973. pp. 29-36).
With respect to role relationship, the initial 29 categories first are reduced to
eleven major ones by skipping the gender distinction and joining similar minor
categories together. The final role relationships are: partner, child, parent, sibling,
family-in-law, other relative, colleague/fellow student, neighbour, fellow member of
an organization, acquaintance, and fnend. To allow for multiple role relationships,
respondents can give up to three ways in which they know a person, for instance as
a brother and a fnend, or as a neighbour and a colleague. To facilitate the analyses,
each relationship is assigned to a single role category or primary context, namely the
one which most likely constitutes the origin of the relationship (Fischer, 1982a: p. 40)
The hierarchy applied is: partner, relative, colleague/fellow student, neighbour, fellow
member of an organization, acquaintance, and fnend. The persons in this last category
are "just fnends" because they have no other, more specific role relationship with the
interviewee.
From section 1.3 it can be learned that the role relationship between network
member and interviewee is the most obvious charactenstic to categonze relationships.
While many role categones can be distinguished, researchers very often resort to a
simple kin-nonkin dichotomy to charactenze personal network composition. (Fischer,
1982a; Marsden, 1987, McCannel, 1987; Moore, 1990, Wellman, 1990; Morgan &
March, 1992).
According to Fischer (1982a ρ 80), it is the people themselves who make the
cntical distinction between kin and nonkin. An important difference between the two
is that kin relations are ascnbed and that nonkin relations are mostly achieved. This
is reflected in the fact that kin relations involve concern and obligation, while the
most important charactenstics of nonkin lies are compatibility and enjoyment (Adams,
1967, Shulman, 1976). Furthermore, kin and nonkin ties serve different functions
(Lilwak & Szelenyi, 1969). Finally, recent research has shown that, although further
differentiations within the kin and nonkin categones are necessary, the kin-nonkin
distinction is an important dimension in the classification of role relationship
categones (Van der Poel, Felling & Fiselier, 1991).

8

In the case of family-in law and other relatives the age bmit is set at 18, because of
comparability with the constraint variables (see section 4 2 6)
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To be able to make comparisons with research Findings reported in the literature, the
proportion of kin is used as a first, rough indicator of personal network composition
in the descriptive analyses in chapter 5. In later chapters, however, further distinctions
will be made. The personal network will divided into eleven subnetworks according
to the eleven role relationship categories distinguished above. The sizes of these
subnetworks will be the actual dependent variables in chapters 6 and 7. In other
words, for each role relationship category, the number included in the personal
network will be explained.

4.2.5 Independent variables: background characteristics
One of the main tasks in this study is to determine and explain socio-structural
differences in personal network size and composition. The socio-structural characteristics mentioned in section 2.4, namely gender, life-cycle stage, socio-economic status,
and degree of urbanization, serve as the independent variables.
The life-cycle stage can be indicated by a number of variables, namely age,
marital status, and the presence of children. Family researchers have used the last two
variables to categorize different stages of the family life cycle (Duvall, 1957; Rodgers,
1962). However, in the last decades the rising divorce rate and growing popularity of
cohabiting have turned such a categorization into a tricky endeavour. Furthermore,
personal network researchers generally include only age and marital status in their
analyses. When the presence of children is employed as a predictor of network size
and composition, the results are not very convincing (Moore, 1990). Therefore, age
and marital status will be considered the main indicators of life-cycle stage.'
With respect to socio-economic status, two variables will be used, namely social
class and level of education. The typology of social class has been constructed
according to the EGP-classification (Erikson, Goldthorpe & Portocarero, 1979, 1983;
Goldthorpe, 1980), which takes both occupational function and employment status into
consideration. People in the same class are thus comparable both in terms of income
level and degree of autonomy in performing one's tasks. Ganzeboom et.al. (1987)
adapted the EGP-classification to the Dutch situation. The original class schema can
be collapsed in a number of ways to obtain a sevenfold, fivefold, or threefold version
(Erikson, Goldthorpe & Portocarero, 1983). However, it was thought appropriate to
construct yet another classification, which very much resembles the sevenfold
classification, with two exceptions: farmers (class IVc) are grouped together with the
small proprietors (IVa and b), and the agricultural workers (Vllb) are placed in the
same social class as unskilled manual workers (Vila). This classification, in fact, stays
closer to Goldthorpe's (1980) original schema, where he did not have separate classes

' The presence of children does play a part, but only as a control variable in the analysis
of the number of children in the personal network. The same goes for the presence of a partner
(married, cohabiting or just steady) in the analysis of the partner sub-network.
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for the agricultural professions. In the context of this study, the difference in
employment status is more important than the distinction between agricultural and
non-agricultural professions. These considerations produce the following Fivefold
classification schema:
1 service class: professionals, administrators and officials, managers, large
proprietors, and supervisors of non-manual employees (classes I and II)
2 routine non-manual employees (class III)
3 small proprietors andfarmers, with and without employees (classes Iva, I Vb,
and Ivc)
4 skilled manual workers, including supervisors of manual workers (classes V
and VI)
5 semi- and unskilled manual workers, including agricultural workers (classes
Vila and Vllb)
Goldthorpe (1980, p. 42) explicitly states that this class schema "should not be
regarded as having (...) a consistently hierarchical form". It will, therefore, be treated
strictly as a categorical variable.
For a number of respondents the social class is unknown, in most cases because
they have never been employed outside the household. To be able to give an
approximation of the social class the respondent belongs to, the social class of the
partner is substituted. Thereafter, a small group of respondents remains, for whom this
information is also not available. Because these missing cases cannot be considered
randomly distributed, they are mainly young, single, and have not finished their
education yet, they will be treated as a separate category in the analyses.
The highest level of education is treated as an ordinal-level variable and is
classified into seven categories (Felling, Peters & Schreuder, 1987):
1 elementary school
2 lower vocational school
3 lower secondary school
4 secondary vocational school
5 О levels / A levels
6 college
7 university
The classification of degree of urbanization is a fourfold one, derived from a typology
of Dutch municipalities by the Netherlands Central Bureau of Statistics (1983). This
typology is based on information about the number of inhabitants, economic sectors
in which inhabitants are employed, and population density of the built-up area:
1 rural municipalities
2 urbanized rural municipalities
3 small and medium sized towns
4 large towns
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4.2.6 Mediating variables: constraints, costs and benefits
As was outlined in section 1.4, the objective of this study is to find an explanation
of the individual and socio-structural differences in personal network size and
composition. The mediating variables that are expected to provide this explanation are
the constraints that determine the pool of potential candidates, and the costs and
benefits associated with developing and maintaining specific personal relationships
(see the corollaries in section 3.5). They will be operationalized at the level of the
role relationship categories to match the dependent variables described in section
4.2.4.
The choice of personal network members is constrained by the availability of
diverse role relationships. For each of the role categories pertaining to family relations
information is available on the number of potential associates, for instance the number
of siblings the respondents have. With respect to family-in-law and other, more distant
kin, only the number of potential associates aged 18 or older is known. Furthermore,
the availability of other kin is actually a proxy, because it is based on grandparents,
grandchildren, aunts and uncles only. For children and siblings an age limit of 12 is
introduced, just like was done in the delineation of the personal network.10 For
partners and parents, age limits are not necessary.
With respect to nonkin categories less precise information is available on the
number of potential associates. In the analysis of the colleague subnetwork the
employment status of the interviewee is included as an indicator of availability.
People who are not employed outside the household obviously have no colleagues in
the sense of co-workers. Since fellow students are included in the colleague category,
respondents who are still in school do have a pool of potential associates in this
category. Availability of neighbours is even harder to assess, because the definition
is not straightforward. When everyone living within a concentric circle with standard
radius is considered to be a neighbour, people living in densely populated areas will
have more neighbours available than those in thinly populated areas. As indicators of
population density, type of dwelling (flats and apartment building versus terraced and
detached houses) and place of dwelling (town centre, suburb, or outside the built-up
area) are included as constraints in the analysis of the neighbour subnetwork. With
respect to fellow members, the number of voluntary organizations one is a member
of serves as an indicator of the number of potential associates in this category.
Finally, the number of good friends an interviewee claims to have determines the pool
of potential network members that are not linked to some specific context ('just
friends').

10

Actually, the ISSP only asks for siblings of 18 years or older. However, supplementary
information is available on the number of brothers and sisters between 12 and 18 years who
live in the same household as the respondent or who provide him with social support. Adding
this number to the one obtained through the ISSP question, the actual number of siblings aged
12 or older will only in a very few cases be underestimated.
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The number of hours one works weekly (corollary la) is only asked when the
respondent is currently employed outside the household. Besides listing all the
organizations one is a member of, the respondents are also asked to indicate which
memberships are active and which passive. From this list, the number of active
memberships is constructed with respect to nine specific types of organizations: sports
clubs, music, song and dance clubs, other leisure organizations, voluntary health
organizations, other health organizations, neighbourhood organizations, labour unions,
political organizations, and other organizations (corollary lb).
With respect to travel dislance (corollaries 2a to 2g) complete information on
partners, children, and parents is available, i.e. whether they live in the same
household as the interviewee, within 15 minutes travel distance, between 15 and 30
minutes, between 30 and 60 minutes, or at one hour or more. For the persons in the
other categories, the travel distance is known only in as far as they are network
members, which makes this information incomparable across respondents. When the
interviewee has for instance not a single colleague in his network, it is impossible to
find out whether this is because they live far away or because of other reasons.
However, with respect to siblings, other relatives, and friends, additional information
is available on the travel distance to the most contacted representative of each
category." This travel distance will be used as a proxy for the travel distance to all
living siblings.12
The time period during which people have known each other is hypothesized to
have a positive effect on the inclusion in the personal network. Information on this
cost variable is only available for in-laws, colleagues and neighbours. With respect
to in-laws, the time period is indicated by the number of years someone is married
or, if not married, cohabiting (corollary 3a). This is a proxy measure since some
people have known the relatives of their spouse much longer than the time that they
have been married. Furthermore, for some in-laws (the spouse of one's sibling) one
does not even have to have a spouse oneself. With respect to the lime period during
which colleagues may have known each other, the only information available is
whether or not the respondent works for the same company or institution as she did
approximately one and a half years ago (corollary 3b). Finally, with respect to
neighbours the time period is indicated by the length of residence (less than 1 year,
1 to 5 years, 5 to 20 years or 20 years or more) in the neighbourhood (corollary 3c).
According to hypothesis 4, the benefits from additional personal relationships
decline as one already has more of them. In other words, the principle of diminishing
marginal returns is hypothesized to be at work. Therefore, the size of the personal
network is thought to have a negative effect on the inclusion of persons from specific

" With respect to the friend category, the travel distance to the 'best friend' is available.
12

We are quite aware that this variable is only a very rough proxy for something like the
average travel distance within a certain role category. However, when the hypothesis is
confirmed with this proxy measure, a more accurate measure with less random error will give
even more significant results.
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role categories (corollaries 4a to 4k). In order to rule out problems of tautology, the
personal network size is determined with the role category in question excluded. For
instance, when predicting the number of friends in the network, the number of persons
from all other categories in the network is used With respect to the effect of the
number of available persons in a single role category on the chance of including
someone from that role category (corollaries 41 to 4n), the availability variables that
were discussed in the beginning of this section are used.
A value of particular importance to the size of the personal network in general
is 'orientation to self-disclosure', defined as the extent to which one wants to be
emotionally involved in personal relationships (corollaries 5a to 5k). People who are
more inclined to discuss their personal problems with others are more likely to derive
benefits from personal relationships, especially when these relationships involve
supportive interactions. To measure 'orientation to self-disclosure' Van Tilburg (1985)
developed a 16-item scale which is internally and externally validated. He suggests
the use of a subset of five items as the most central part of the larger scale (personal
communication). These items are presented in appendix Al The five response
categories range from 'agree entirely' (1) to 'don't agree at all' (5) All the items load
on one and the same factor, which justifies the computation of Likert scale scores n
Traditional family values, which are hypothesized to have a positive effect on
the inclusion of partner and children in the personal network (corollary 6a and b), are
operationalized by a set of five items that have to be rated on a five point scale
ranging from 'very much important' to 'unimportant'.'4 The item set, which
includes 'being married' and 'having children and raising them', is given m appendix
A2 Since all the items load high on one and the same factor, the sum of the scores
can be used as an indication of the underlying concept, which can be termed
'traditional family values' 15
Localism, which is thought to have a positive effect on the number of
neighbours in the network (corollary 6c), is measured by four items (appendix A3)
which all load high on the same factor After recoding the response categories to

13

The Pearson correlations between the factor and Likert scores of the item sets discussed
here (see also appendix A) are all very high, 95 or more Therefore, the simpler and more
insightful Likert scores are used in the analyses The items are recoded m such a way that a
high score means more oriented towards self disclosure
H

The data regarding traditional family values, localism, contentment with the neighbourhood, importance attached to work contacts, and importance attached to social contacts are
obtained from the SOCON 1985 dataset (Felling, Peters & Schreuder, 1987, see also paragraph
4 12) Although they were obtained one and a half years before the PRESOS survey was
conducted, it is assumed that these values and attitudes are stable enough to be still useful If
the respondent has moved in between the SOCON and PRESOS interview, the contentment
with the neighbourhood is assessed again
19

The response categories are recoded to make sure that a high score means that traditional family values are considered important
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make sure that a high score means a more localistic attitude, the scores are summed
to obtain a Likert scale. Contentment with the neighbourhood, hypothesized to have
the same effect as localism (corollary 6d), is assessed by a set of three items given
in appendix A4. Since they all load on one and the same factor, Likert scores can be
calculated, again after recoding to make sure that a higher score means higher
contentment.
The operationalization of importance attached to contacts with colleagues is
rather straightforward (corollary 6e). The three items are given in appendix A5, and
after the usual recoding, the scores are summed to obtain a Likert scale. The same
goes for importance attached to social contacts in general (corollaries 6f to 6h), which
is operationalized in terms of fellow members, acquaintances and friends (appendix
A6).
Finally, the support attitudes, whether one thinks it natural to exchange support
with specified role categories, are measured using single items. The questions asked
are as follows (l=agree entirely, 5=don't agree at all):
A Parents and children should always be able to fall back on each other when
they need help (corollaries 6i and j)
В Being relatives does not mean that you always have to be ready to help one
another (corollaries 6k to 60)
С You cannot expect neighbours to give extensive, time-consuming help
(corollary 6p)
D With friends you have to be able to share all your pleasures and pains
(corollary 6q)
It is important to keep in mind that for В and C, strongly agree means that this kind
of support is considered less natural (recoding is problematic here).
Having operationalized the dependent, independent and intermediary variables, the
data can now be analyzed. In chapters 5 and 6, descriptive analyses are presented with
respect to socio-structural differences in personal network size and composition. In
chapter 7, the constraints, costs and benefits are included in the analyses to test the
hypotheses of chapter 3, and see whether rational choice theory can explain
differences in the size and composition of personal networks.
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CHAPTER 5

Socio-structural differences in personal network size
and proportion of kin

5.0

Introduction

In most personal network research, the analyses are limited to 'explaining' the size
and composition of the networks in terms of background characteristics like gender,
age and socio-economic status. The primary interest of this study, as formulated in
section 1.4, is to unravel the rational choice mechanisms behind these socio-structural
differences. However, in order to be able to do so, a description is required of the
extent to which the size and composition of Dutch personal networks differ between
various social categories. With respect to personal network composition, the most
frequently used indicator is the proportion of kin in the network (Marsden, 1987;
McCannel, 1987; Wellman, 1990; Janssen, 1992; Van Leeuwen, Flap & Tijhuis,
1993). Research has shown that the proportion of kin is insufficient to capture the
complexity of personal network composition (Van der Poel, Felling &. Fiselier, 1991).
It will, therefore, be used for comparative purposes only. A further differentiation of
these broad kin and nonkin categories will be made in chapter 6 and 7.
In section 5.1 descriptive statistics for the whole population will be presented.
Subsequently, section 5.2 deals with possible gender differences in personal network
size and proportion of kin. Life-cycle variations, indicated by age and marital status,
are the subject of section 5.3. Possible differences between different socio-economic
strata, indicated by social class and education, will be dealt with in section 5.4.
Finally, in section 5.5 the size of, and proportion of kin in the networks of urbanités
will be compared to those of people living in more rural areas.

5.1 Personal network size and proportion of kin in the general population
The personal network, delineated with the instrument discussed in section 4.2.3,
consists of the people someone can rely on for support. There are twenty respondents
who did not answer all ten name-generating questions, and for whom the exact
personal network size is, therefore, unknown. Furthermore, for 91 additional
respondents information on the role relation with one or more network members is
missing. Since those network members can belong to any role relationship category,
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all network composition measures with respect to role relations are possibly invalid
for these respondents. This leaves 791 respondents for whom complete information
is available on the size and composition of their personal network. All analyses in this
book are performed on this sample of respondents.
The average size of personal networks, defined as the collection of potential
support providers, in the Dutch population between 20 and 72 years is 9.6. Other
researchers, also employing the exchange approach, have found personal networks to
be twice as large (Milardo, 1992). However, their samples are seldom random and
often consist of volunteers, which is likely to inflate the average personal network
size. Furthermore, the type of exchanges used in the name-generating question can
also influence the number of persons that will be mentioned (Van der Poel, 1993a).
Fischer, who did use a random sample, for instance found an average network size
of 18.5. However, leaving out the additional question from the affective approach (see
also section 4.2.3) reduces this average to 12.8 persons. This is more in line with the
9.6 average reported here. A possible explanation of the remaining difference is the
fact that Fischer's respondents were allowed to name up to eight persons with every
name generating question, while in this study the maximum is set at five. It is, of
course, also possible that Califomian personal networks are somewhat larger than
Dutch ones.
Would the personal networks have been much larger if the respondents had been
allowed to mention more than five persons with each question? The proportion of
respondents that mention the maximum of five persons to a single question can
provide some clues. For six of the ten questions, less than one eighth of the
respondents mention five persons. Assuming that, for about a third of them, five is
the actual number of persons, less than 8 percent of the respondents would have
named more than five persons. Taking into account that some of these 'missing
persons' are mentioned in response to other name generating questions, the
underestimation of the average personal network size will be very small.
With the questions on 'jobs around the house' and 'advice with major life
changes' 18 percent of the respondents mentioned five persons. The effect of omitting
the sixth and further persons is more substantial here, but still not very large. This
cannot be said for both the social companionship questions. Almost 40 percent of the
respondents named five persons with whom they go out once in a while, and half of
them mentioned five whom they visit or are visited by at least once a month. No
doubt, we underestimated the social companionship part of the personal network of
about a third of our respondents.
To what extent are the results, reported in this study, hampered by the omission
of some network members for a considerable portion of our sample? It is obvious that
the restriction on the number of names mainly affects the people with large networks.
As a result, only the variation in personal network size, especially in the upper
regions, will be attenuated. From a theoretical point of view, the less important
network members are likely to be omitted. This was also the main reason for limiting
the number of names per question. At least, it refrains people from mentioning the
excessively large numbers of network members, with a maximum of 65, that Fischer
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Figure 5.1 Distribution of personal network size
(1982a: p. 292) found. One can seriously question the validity of such large networks.
In the analyses, underestimating the personal network size of people with large
networks tends to attenuate existing differences between social categories. If there had
been no restrictions on the number of people that could be mentioned, the sociostructural differences reported in this chapter would very likely be even more
pronounced.
In figure 5.1, the frequency distribution of personal network size is presented.
The smallest network consists of only 1 person, while the largest one contains 19
potential providers of help or support The standard deviation is 2.9 and about 60
percent of the population have personal networks, ranging in size from 7 to
11. Less than 3 percent have personal networks smaller than 5, and networks larger
than 15 are just as rare. Furthermore, (he frequency distribution is very close to
Normal, it is only slightly positively skewed (2.4 times the standard error).
The average proportion of kin, including distant kin and in-laws, in the personal
network is .525. In American samples, this proportion is generally somewhat lower,
around 40 percent (Milardo, 1992). In Fischer's Northern Califomian sample, the
proportion of kin in the network, again excluding the persons mentioned in response
to the additional 'affective' question, is only a third (Fischer, 1982a: p. 38). It,
therefore, seems that the average Dutch personal network contains a larger proportion
of kin than the average North American network. That there is a lot of variance
around this average value can be learned from figure 5.2.
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Figure 5.2 Distribution of proportion of kin '
The standard deviation of the distribution is .21, and for about 60 percent of the adult
Dutch population the proportion of kin in the personal network lies between a third
and two thirds. For only 1.8 percent the proportion of kin is a tenth or less, while 3.9
percent have personal networks which are entirely made up of kin. Finally, the
frequency distribution of the proportion of kin in the personal network does not
deviate significantly from the Normal distribution.
This section can be concluded by stating that personal network size and the
proportion of kin in them are Normally, or nearly Normally, distributed.2 Small
departures from Normality, like the slight skewness of the distribution of personal
network size, do not seriously affect the outcome of analysis of variance (Winer,
1971; Ferguson, 1976), which is the only technique used in this chapter.

1

Since the distribution of a proportion is continuous, the method of moving averages was
applied. At each five percent point the frequency of the surrounding ten percent interval, i.e.
[x-5, x+5> is plotted. Because each value is counted twice, the frequencies add up to twice the
sample size.
2

While the personal network size can take on only non-negative integer values, the
Poisson distribution would be more suitable for these analyses. With respect to the proportion
of kin, which is continuous but always lies between zero and one, the binomial distribution
seems most appropriate (see the methodological appendix B). For simplicity's sake, and
because it seems a very good approximation in these cases, these stochastic variables are
assumed to follow the Normal distribution.
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Another assumption underlying analysis of variance is that the variances in the
populations, from which the samples are drawn, are equal. Since "moderate departures
(...) should not seriously affect the inferences drawn from the data" (Ferguson, 1976:
p. 234), it was decided to take action only if both Cochran's С and Bartlett-Box F are
significant at the 1 percent level.

5.2

Gender

On average, men and women do not differ with respect to the size of their personal
networks (table 5.1). Other studies also found men and women to have equally large
personal networks (Fischer, 1982a; Fischer & Oliker, 1983; Marsden, 1987; Moore,
1990). In another Dutch survey, the small gender difference in favour of women was
significant thanks to the large sample of nearly 10,000 (Van Leeuwen, Flap & Tijhuis,
1993). Although the quantity of personal relationships does not differ markedly
between men and women, the quality is a different story. Women's friendships, for
instance, have been shown to be affectively richer than men's (Weiss & Lowenthal,
1975). If more emphasis is laid on this quality component in the delineation of the
personal networks, women probably would have larger personal networks than men.
A finding which corroborates this idea is that men are more likely than women to
lack a confidant (Fischer, 1982a: p. 55). In this study, no attention will be paid to
such qualitative differences. Another differentiation is of more interest here, namely
the one with respect to the kind of people in the personal network. In this chapter,
analyses are focused on the distinction between kin and nonkin. Further
differentiations within these broad categories will be dealt with in subsequent
chapters.
According to table 5.1, the proportion of kin in the personal network does not
differ between the sexes. Both men and women have, on average, a bit more than 50
percent kin in their networks. These
results contradict the popular belief,
Tabic 5.1
and the general tenor in the literat
One-way analysis of variance of personal network
ure, that women are more involved
size and proportion of kin with gender
with kin and men more with nonkin
(Booth, 1972; Marsden, 1987; Hurlmean
mean
bert & Acock, 1990; Moore, 1990).
gender
size % km
N
This could be due to differences in
network delineation method. In the
male
9.48
51.8
392
last three articles cited, data from
female
9.69
53.1
399
the 1985 NORC General Social
total
9.58
52.5
791
Survey are used, where the personal
.407
F probability
.318
networks have been delineated with
a single question: "With whom do
you discuss personal matters?". It is conceivable that women think of different
'personal matters' than men, for instance family problems in stead of work-related
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problems, and therefore more often tum to kin. This would mean that the gender
differences they found are the result of a lack of objectivity in the delineation method
used. Booth (1972), who also found gender differences in kin and nonkin
involvement, simply asked "Whom do you think of as being your friends?".
Obviously, the personal networks thus delineated are of an entirely different nature
than the exchange networks used here. Fischer's (1982a) findings, whose network
delineation instrument is more similar to the one used in this study, are more
compatible to the findings in table 5.1. He found that men are only very slightly less
involved with kin than women, and that both sexes are equally involved with nonkin.
Van Leeuwen, Flap & Tijhuis (1993), using a delineation instrument of six exchange
question, also found no significant gender difference in the proportion of kin in the
network. It can, therefore, be concluded that men and women have the same
proportion of kin in their personal networks.

S3

Life-cycle stage

In this study, life-cycle stage is indicated by two variables, namely age and marital
status. Although still many people go through the most common life-cycle stages in
a chronological order (marriage, having children, children leaving home, retirement,
death of spouse) there is a growing number that does not fit into this 'Ideal' typology
(Marsh & Arber, 1992). More and more young people have been living together for
a number of years before they get married, if they get married at all. Furthermore,
about one in three marriages ends in a divorce nowadays and some people loose their
spouse long before old age. Therefore, life-cycle stage cannot be considered as a unidirectional scale, and both marital
=
status and age have to be included
Table 5.2
in the analysis of life-cycle variOne-way analysis of variance of personal network
slze and proportion of kin with age
r

^

a ü o n s in

..

personal networks. Addit,,
,
.

_

ïonally, the presence of a partner
and children is not treated as a preage
N
rogative of the married, but as separate characteristics that will be
9.66
49.6
173
20-29 years
studied in more detail in subsequent
9.74
50 8
30-39 years
203
chapters.
40-49 years
9 82
50.0
157
From (able 5.2, there appears
57.7
50-59 years
9.59
133
8.94
56.7
to be no significant relationship be60-72 years
125
tween age and personal network
total
9.59
52.5
791
size. Especially between the first
F probability
.087
.000
four age groups, from 20 to 59, the
personal network size hardly differs.
It seems that the network size starts
to drop around the age of sixty. At that age, people start retiring, loosing associates
through death, and becoming less socially active because of physical impairments.
mean
size

mean
% kin
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These effects probably would have been clearer when the sample had also included
respondents over 72. This is corroborated by the even stronger drop in personal
network size Fischer & Oliker (1983) found for people of age 65 or older. Finally,
Marsden (1987) found the quadratic term of age to be negatively correlated with
network size, indicating that network size dropped with age at an increasing rate. Van
Leeuwen, Flap & Tijhuis (1993) only report a negative linear trend.
As can be read from table 5.2, the proportion of kin in the network roughly
increases with age. However, the relationship is not exactly linear. The two highest
age groups differ markedly from the three lowest. Apparently, the highest age group
looses relatively more nonkin than kin. Findings of Fischer & Oliker (1983) also point
in this direction, while Van Leeuwen et.al. (1993) again only report a linear (positive)
trend. Reminding that the first four age groups had equally large personal networks,
the second highest age group must have more kin and less nonkin in their networks
compared to the younger respondents.
Marsden (1987) found a curvilinear pattern in the proportion of kin in the
personal network with age. Between thirty and fifty, the proportion of kin is smallest.
Younger and older people, especially above 65, have relatively more kin in their
personal networks. This is quite compatible with the findings in table 5.2. Finally,
Fischer (1982a: p. 91) found that especially young people are highly involved with
попкіл.
Although married respondents have, on average, somewhat larger personal networks
than the unmarried, the difference is statistically not significant (table 5.3).
Furthermore, according to the appropriate tests (Cochran's С and Bartlett-Box F) the
variances of the subgroups cannot
be considered equal. However, add= ^ ^ = ^ = = ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ = ^ = ^ =
ing the three (small) unmarried catTable S J
egories together restores homogenOne-way analysis of variance of personal network
,

,

.^ .

size and proportion of kin with marital status

eity of variance and results in a significant difference with the married
mean

mean

category (p=.031). Therefore, the
marital status
size % kin
N
finding that the married have larger
never married
9.26
45.8
169
married
9.72
55.0
570
networks than the unmarried can be
divorced
9.03
45.8
32
considered valid. Van Leeuwen,
widowed
20
9.30
48.1
Flap & Tijhuis (1993) also found
people
with a ofpartner
have a
larger number
supporttoproviders
(оЫ
9 5 9
5 2 5
79]
than people without a partner. Fur.184
.000
F probability
thermore, Fischer & Phillips's
find_
ing (1982) that the formerly married
are more likely to be socially isolated than the married and never married, is in
accordance with the findings in table 5.3.
With respect to the proportion of kin in the personal network, the difference
between the married and unmarried categories is significant in spite of the small
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numbers (table 5.3). Married people have a higher proportion of kin in their networks
than the never married, the divorced, and the widowed. Again, these findings are
compatible with those in other studies. In another Dutch study, it is shown that people
with a partner have a larger proportion of kin in their networks than people without
a partner (Van Leeuwen et.al., 1993). Furthermore, Hurlbert & Acock (1990) found
the married as well as the widowed to have a higher proportion of kin in their
networks than the divorced and the never married. In Fischer's (1982a: p. 80) sample,
married people had more kin in their networks than divorced and widowed ones, who,
in turn, had more than never married persons. With respect to nonkin, he found no
differences between the marital status groups. Moore (1990), on the other hand,
reports that married persons have more kin and less nonkin than unmarried ones.

5.4 Socio-economic status
The socio-economic status of a person is indicated here by her social class and level
of education. The information on social class is missing for some people because they
have not practised a profession yet and their possible partners have not either (see
section 4.2.5). Since they are not a random subsample, they are considered as a
separate group in the analysis.
The relationship between social class and personal network size appears to be
very clear-cut (table 5.4). People in the service class (e.g. professionals, managers and
large proprietors) have the largest
personal networks, about 15 percent
Table 5.4
larger than unskilled manual workOne-way analysts of variance of personal network
ers, which have the smallest netsize and proportion of kin with social class
works. The other social class groups
occupy
an intermediary position.
mean mean
The
rather
large average network
social class
size % kin
N
size of the missing category is also
noteworthy.
unskilled manual
165
8.92
57.9
skilled manual
9.15
59.4
91
The proportion of kin in the
small proprietors
9.64
45
49.4
personal network is also strongly
routine non-manual
9.44
51.3
216
related to social class (table 5.4).
service class
10.26
235
48.9
The
manual workers have more kin
10.10
unclassifiable
44.8
39
oriented networks than the other
social class groups. Reminding that
total
9.59
52.5
791
F probability
.000
.000
they also had the smallest personal
networks, it can be deduced that
manual workers must have far less
nonkin in their networks than people from the service class, routine non-manual
employees, and small proprietors and farmers (see chapter 6 for more details). Again,
the position of the missing category is remarkable.
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The relationship between education level and personal network size is depicted in
table 5.5. The higher the level of education, the larger the personal network. People
with a university degree, on average, have a 20 percent larger network than people
who have only attended elementary school.
The relationship between socio-economic status and personal network size
proves to be a very stable one, since all the studies reviewed here show the same
results. Marsden (1987), Moore (1990), and Van Leeuwen et.al. (1993) found a posit
ive relationship between the number
of years of education and personal
Table 5.5
network size. Fischer (1982a: p. 55)
One-way analysis of variance of personal network
and Fischer & Phillips (1983) found
size and proportion of kin with education
that people with low income and
minimal educational attainment are
mean mean
more likely to be isolated. A more
education
size % kin
N
general finding is that lower status
persons are socially less active than
8.67
elementary
58.8
100
lower vocational
9.38
56.8
150
higher status ones (Booth, 1972;
lower secondary
9.40
53.2
131
Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976).
secondary vocational
9.64
53.5
186
While the size of the personal
О / A levels
10.04
47.1
82
network increases with level of edu
10.22
113
college
45 1
cation, the proportion of kin in it
university
10.52
42.2
29
decreases (table 5.5). For people
total
9.59
52.5
791
with only elementary school the ra
F probability
.001
.000
tio between kin and nonkin is 6040, while for university educated
people it is the other way around. A
cleavage seems to exist between those that have at least attained their О or A levels,
and those that have not. It can again be deduced from table 5.5 that the main differ
ence between people with different educational attainment is the number of nonkin
in their networks (see also chapter 6).
The results reported in the literature are very similar. Hurlbert & Acock (1990),
and Van Leeuwen et.al. (1993) found education to be negatively correlated with
proportion of kin in the network. Marsden (1987) showed that not only the absolute
number of nonkin in the personal network increases with education, but that the
number of kin does also. The fact that the effect on nonkin is larger than the one on
kin makes for the proportion of kin to decrease with education. Finally, Fischer
(1982a: p. 91) reports that "affluent people and educated respondents were much more
heavily involved with nonkin than were otherwise similar respondents of lesser social
standing", while, with respect to kin, the middle class respondents named more.
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53

Degree of urbanization

The last of the socio-structural characteristics discussed in this chapter is the degree
of urbanization of the place of residence. Do size of and proportion of kin in the
personal network vary with something like the size of the town one lives in?
According to table 5.6 they do. People in rural and urbanized rural areas have larger
personal networks than people living in towns. It is noteworthy that the smallest
networks are found in the small and medium sized towns. Van Leeuwen et.al. (1993)
found no significant relationship. This could be due to the smaller number of namegenerators (6) used and the maximum of three names per question, resulting in
considerably smaller (average of 3.86) networks (Tijhuis, Flap, Foets & Groenewegen,
1992). Fischer (1982a: p. 57) found a curvilinear relationship, with people in semirural areas and the regional core of the San Francisco-Oakland metropolitan area
having somewhat smaller networks than those living in the areas intermediate on the
urban ism scale. It is very difficult to compare the Dutch urbanization categories to
Fischer's because here, metropolitan
=
and regional core are not distinTable 5.6
guished, while Fischer omits the truOne-way analysis of variance of personal network
size and proportion
of kin with urbanization
v

^

mean

degree of urbanization

l y

^

тш

...

M s a s

.

Nevertheless, p e o p l e
,,
і п п г лл
c ,

living in towns of less than 100,000
inhabitants in Northern California

mean

size % kin

N

nave relatively large personal networks,
while their counterparts in
54.7
95
rural
9.96
the
Netherlands
have relatively
9.85
52.0
322
urbanized rural
small ones.
55.4
190
small / medium sized towns 9.13
9.40
49.1
188
large towns
The smaller town people are
also the ones with the largest proportion of kin in their networks
toUl
g 5 9
5 2 5
791
F probability
.019
.022
(table 5.6). The personal networks
of people from large towns are least
kin oriented, but the differences are
small. The differences in personal network composition Fischer (1982a) found are
much more pronounced. Regional core respondents have almost half as many nonkin
associates in their networks compared to semi-rural ones while the latter, in tum, have
almost 70 percent more kin in their networks than the former. It should be noted that,
in Fischer's case, the relationship between degree of urbanization and number of
nonkin can entirely be accounted for by the kind of people that live in more urban
and less urban places. In the metropolitan area and regional core of San FranciscoOakland there are relatively many young, affluent, well-educated people, who all have
many nonkin associates in their networks (see sections 5.3 and 5.4). Apparently,
differences in population composition between city and countryside are less
pronounced in the Netherlands.
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5.6

Summary

In this chapter, it has been shown that there is considerable variation in personal
network size and proportion of kin in the Dutch population. To a large extent, these
differences appear to coincide with socio-structural divisions.
Contrary to a number of reports in the literature, no gender differences in
personal network size and proportion of kin have been found. This appears mainly
attributable to different methods used for delineating the personal network. The oldest
age group (60 to 72 years) have smaller personal networks than the other four, which
is largely due to the smaller number of nonkin in their networks. This is also the main
reason why people over 50 have a substantially larger proportion of kin in their
personal networks compared to younger people. Married people have larger and
relatively more kin-oriented personal networks than people who are divorced,
widowed or never married.
Socio-economic status produces very large differences in personal network size
and the proportion of kin. People from the service class have the largest networks and
the smallest proportion of kin in them, while manual workers tend to have smaller
networks with a higher proportion of kin. Furthermore, the higher the education level,
the larger the network and the lower the proportion of kin in it.
Finally, people living in less urbanized areas have larger personal networks than
people living in towns. It is noteworthy that the smallest networks are found in small
and medium sized towns, and not in large towns. It is also in these smaller towns, and
in the truly rural areas, that the networks are most kin oriented.
The vast majority of these results correspond with what has been found in other,
mainly Anglo-Saxon studies. This shows that the Dutch situation with respect to
personal networks is rather similar to the North American one. It is, therefore, likely
that further findings in this study, although they concern a small country by the North
Sea, are also relevant to other Western countries.
So far, the analyses of variance have been one-way, meaning that the
relationships found have not been controlled for the other socio-structural variables,
like in most other studies. This is done on purpose because the socio-structural
differences are thought to be derivative of differences in constraints, and in costs and
benefits involved in developing and maintaining personal relationships. In chapter 7,
these will be included in the analyses as intermediaries. In other words, the
relationships between socio-structural and network variables will be controlled for
constraints, costs, and benefits. First, in chapter 6 a further differentiation of the kin
and nonkin categories is presented. Which relationship categories are primarily
responsible for the differences in personal network size and proportion of kin found
in this chapter?
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CHAPTER 6

Socio-structural differences in personal
network composition

6.0 Introduction
In chapter 5 a first descriptive analysis of the differences in personal networks
between several socio-structural categories was presented. To facilitate comparisons
with similar research findings in the literature, personal network size and the
proportion of kin were chosen as the network characteristics. However, these are very
rough measures that can disguise many subtle differences between one network and
the other. To paint a more detailed picture of the personal networks and the differences among them, further distinctions within the kin and nonkin categories need to
be made (Van der Poel, Felling & Fiselier, 1991). Therefore, the personal networks
are divided into eleven subnetworks according to role relationship category. The sizes
of these subnetworks will be the dependent variables in the analyses of this chapter.
The differences between social categories found at the aggregate level of personal
network size and proportion of kin, can then be more specifically stated as differences
in the number of role category representatives that are present in the personal
network. It will be shown, in other words, which role categories are mainly responsible for the differences in network size and proportion of kin found in chapter 5. The
results will be compared with the few instances in the literature where similar
analyses have been performed (Fischer, 1982a; Moore, 1990).
The analyses in this chapter are still univariate, because on these more or less
descriptive analyses most images of personal network size and composition are based.
In chapter 7 it is investigated whether these images endure when constraints, costs and
benefits are introduced in the analyses as intermediary variables. Although it is an
unconventional technique in personal network research, Poisson regression will be
used instead of normal (ordinary least squares) regression. It is much better suited for
these kind of data because the subnetwork sizes are generally very small and can take
on only non-negative integer values (see appendix Bl). For the family subnetworks
binomial regression is even more appropriate, but it inherently controls for the
availability of these role categories. Since comparisons are wanted between the
uncontrolled images in this chapter and the ones controlled for constraints, costs, and
benefits in the next chapter, the second best alternative (Poisson regression) is used
here. In chapter 7, the family subnetwork sizes are analyzed using the appropriate
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Figure 6.1 Personal network composition by gender
binomial regression technique (appendix B2).
In section 6.1, gender differences in the size of the subnetworks will be
investigated. The same will be done with respect to age and marital status in section
6.2. In other words, does a person in one stage of the life-cycle have more people of
a particular role category in her network than someone in another stage. Section 6.3
discusses the same question with respect to social class and level of education, and
finally section 6.4 deals with the possible differences in subnetwork sizes between
urbanités and people from rural areas.

6.1

Gender

In section 5.2 it was shown that men and women, on average, have equally large
personal networks, with about the same number of kin and nonkin. Nevertheless, it
is interesting to look at the network composition in more detail, by studying the
possible differences in the size of the various, role-relation based subnetworks. As
was stated earlier, a rough indicator of network composition like proportion of kin can
hide several differences within the kin and nonkin categories (Van der Poel, Felling
& Fiselier, 1991). In figure 6.1 the personal network composition is depicted
graphically in terms of the average number of network members belonging to the
eleven different role categories. The results of the Poisson regression analyses of the
sizes of the various subnetworks with gender are presented in table 6.1.
The chance of having a partner in the personal network is the same for men and
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Table 6.1
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with gender (N=791)

parameter

partner parent chüd sibling in-law

other col- neigh- fellow- acquaintkm league bour member ance fnend

male'

.82

79

97

66

135

19

58

female

101

107

1 18

127*

1 87

1 14

scale parameter*

32

1 15

202

1 32

153

84

change1

05

61

2 71

6 55"

340

82 30 23"''

50"''
1 30

1 69
99
1 40
01

30

49

1 65

64"

128*

1 13

146

2 22

1.16

8 32" 4 56" 2 38

* p < 0 5 **p<01 *** p<.001
a the table entries are the anti-logs of the parameter estimates; for the reference category (male) this is
the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor, indicating the
number of tunes the average for that category is larger than the reference category average
b the scale parameter corrects for possible over- or underdispersion in the data (see appendix Bl)
с this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here gender) is omitted from
the model, it approximately follows the Chi-square distribution (df=l) and enables us to lest whether
the fit of the model decreases significantly when we omit that variable

women. About eight in ten men and women have a partner on whom they rely for
social support. With respect to the number of parents, children, in-laws, other kin,
neighbours, and friends in the network, also no gender differences were found.
According to table 6.1 women have 27 percent more siblings in their networks
than men. This finding seems to corroborate the higher kin involvement of women
a number of researchers have found (Booth, 1972; Fischer & Oliker, 1983; Marsden,
1987; Moore, 1990). Although not significant, women also seem a bit more likely to
include children in their networks than men, while seem somewhat more inclined to
turn to in-laws than men. However, in section 5.2 it was shown that the proportion
of kin in the networks of men and women is the same. This also goes for the absolute
number of kin in the network (data not shown). Although not overwhelmingly, there
seems to be a tendency for women to be more involved with their own kin and for
men to be drawn into the family of their wives (see also Young & Willmott, 1964).
Women, on average, have only half the number of colleagues in their networks
that men have. Similar results have been reported by Fischer & Oliker (1983). Fischer
(1982a: p. 105) and Moore (1990), on the contrary, found no gender differences once
they omitted unemployed respondents and controlled for employment status
respectively. In chapter 7 employment status will be included as a structural
constraint. However, not only are women less often employed outside the household
than men, if they are, they often also work less hours a week. Furthermore, women
might attach less importance to work contacts than men. To find out what causes the
gender difference in the number of colleagues in the personal network, these and
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other cost and benefit inducing factors will be included in the analyses in section 7.7.
Additionally, women also have about a third less fellow members of
organizations in their networks compared to men. Other researchers found no
relationship between gender and the number of fellow members in the network
(Fischer, 1982a: p. 110; Moore, 1990). Fischer (1982a) demonstrated that this number
of fellow members, not surprisingly, depended largely on the number of voluntary
association memberships. Booth (1972) showed that men have more of these memberships than women, which could be an explanation for the above finding. It is also
possible that men attach more importance to these kind of contacts than women.
Again, the analyses in section 7.9 will shed more light on this matter.
Finally, women have 28 percent more acquaintances in their networks compared
to men. The somewhat larger number of friends in the personal networks of women
fails to reach significance. Researchers reporting on US samples also did not find
gender differences in the number of friends in the personal network (Fischer, 1982a:
p. 115; Fischer & Oliker, 1983; Moore, 1990).
Summarizing, although men and women rely on equal numbers of kin and
nonkin for social support, they do differ in the kinds of kin and nonkin they turn to.
While women have a larger number of siblings and acquaintances in their personal
networks than men, the reverse is true for the number of colleagues and fellow
members of organizations. Whether these gender differences are the result of different
constraints, costs, or benefits, will be investigated in the next chapter.

6.2 Life-cycle stage
The size and composition of the personal network has been found to vary a lot with
the stage in the life-cycle (Fischer, 1982a; Marsden, 1987). In section 5.3 no evidence
was found of a relation between network size and age, although the number of
associates did seem to decline from the age of sixty. However, people over fifty have
a markedly larger proportion of kin in their networks than those under fifty. In this
section, it will be shown which role categories are responsible for this increase. The
results are depicted graphically in figure 6.2 and mathematically in table 6.2.
People over thirty more often have a partner in their network than persons in
their twenties. Where 64 percent of the youngest age category can rely on a partner
for support, this is about 90 percent (=1.42*.64) for the three middle categories and
75 percent (=1.17*.64) for the oldest group. It is very likely that these differences
occur because of the fact that a lot of young people do not yet have a partner and
some old people have lost theirs. This explanation will be checked in section 7.1.
The number of parents in the network steadily decreases with age from an
average of 1.54 for people in their twenties to .06 (=.04*1.54) for persons over sixty.
The number of children in the network shows the opposite trend. While children are
hardly present in the networks of people under forty, they are the main source of
support for people over fifty. The explanation that first comes to mind is that younger
people do not have children who are old enough to help and that older people will
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Figure 6.2 Personal network composition by age
have lost their parents. However, it is also possible that differences in costs (e.g.
travel distance) and benefits (e.g. importance attached to personal relationships) also
contribute to the age differences in parent and child subnetwork sizes. The hypotheses
concerning these role categories will be tested in sections 7.2 and 7.3 respectively.
The size of the sibling subnetwork decreases from 1.12 for people in their
twenties to .41 (=.37*1.12) for those over sixty. With increasing age it is more likely
that people loose their siblings or live farther away from them. On the other hand, due
to the declining birth rate, older people will generally have more siblings than
younger ones. In the literature it is, furthermore, often suggested that when people get
older and their children have left the parental home, siblings become more important
(Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Cicirelli, 1982). In section 7.4 the trend found here
will be dissected into separate effects concerning availability, reachability, and values
and attitudes.
The last two kin categories also vary with age but in a less linear way. People
in their thirties have more in-laws they rely on for help in comparison to people under
thirty, probably due to the fact that those younger people less often have a partner
and, thus, have less in-laws available. Finally, the size of the 'other kin' subnetwork
is larger for persons under thirty than for people over thirty, especially those in their
fifties. Again, in chapter 7 an explanation in terms of constraints, costs, and benefits
will be sought for these differences .
Taking the kin categories together, people from different ages all have about the
same absolute number of kin in their networks. Treating age as an interval variable,
Marsden (1987) found the relationship with the number of kin to be linear and
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Table 6.2
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with age (N=791)

parameter
20 29 years'

partner parent child sibling in law
64

1 54

1 12

1 29

28

45

2 25

1 42'"

78""

58"

72'

1 35"

75

1 09

84

142'"

42*" 6 27"'

56"' 1 11

46'"

60" 1 5 5 " '

85

160"

74'

50 59 years

141'"

14'" 11 60'"

55'" 1 10

34'"

5f"

85

117

60"'

60 72 years

117'

04'" 12 06'"

37'" 1 11

66'

19"' 1 22

82

140

60'"

1 51

82

136

1 17

1 46

30

69

1 18

126

1 46'"

68

40^9 years

scale parameter'

75*

33

30 39 years

change*1

2(f

1 07

other col- neigh fellow- acquaint
km league bour member ance friend

1 28

1 41"

41 4*"' 523'" 3 9 7 - 46 2'"' 13 8" 24 5 " ' 48 1"' 21 4"'

171

2 17

9 30 23 7 " '

* p < 0 5 **p<01 ***p<001
a the table entries are the anti logs of the parameter estimates, for the reference category (20 29 years)
this is the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor, indicating
the number of times the average for that category is larger than the reference category average
b in this analysis the first age group is eliminated because none of them have children aged 12 or older
in their network, which would lead to extraordinarily high parameter estímales (N=618), the difference
between the first age group and the others would, of course, be highly significant
с the scale parameter corrects for possible over or underdispersion m the data (see appendix Bl)
d this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here age) is omitted from the
model, and it approximately follows the Chi square distribution (df=4)

negative Moore (1990) found evidence of a curvilinear pattern with the smallest
number of kin between fifty and sixty. If a curvilinear pattern was present in the data
at hand, it would have its maximum rather than its minimum there. Results that are
more in line with the data presented here are reported by Lowenthal & Robinson
(1976), Stueve & Gerson (1977) and Fischer (1982a: p. 85).
With respect to the size of the nonkin subnetworks, a number of interesting
differences appeared. The number of colleagues declines rapidly with age. The
sharpest drops occur at the age of thirty when people start to settle down with their
own families and at sixty when people start retiring from work. Moore (1990) found
a curvilinear pattern with a maximum at the age of 42. One possible explanation for
these diverging results is the fact that here, fellow students are included in the
category of colleagues. Furthermore, she controlled for employment status, something
that will not be done here until the next chapter. Fischer (1982a: p. 104) restricted his
analysis to respondents who are employed and found no relationship between age and
the number of colleagues in the network. In section 7.7 it will be shown to what
extent these differences are the result of constraints (employment status), costs (e.g.
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number of years in the same job), and benefits (e.g. support readily available from
other role categories).
People over thirty have more neighbours they tum to for help than persons in
their twenties. Between 40 and 50, people have the largest number of neighbours in
their networks. Slueve & Gerson (1977) have shown that for men the neighbourhood
as a source of friendships grows more important with age. Moore (1990) found no
relationship between the number of neighbours in the network and age, nor did
Fischer (1982a; p. 99). The latter, however, did find that long-time residents of the
neighbourhood name more neighbours, indicating the possible mediating function of
length of residence. Other factors that may explain these differences are the type and
location of the dwelling and the importance attached to neighbourhood contacts (see
section 7.8).
The number of fellow members of organizations does not vary with age, while
the number of acquaintances in the network for people in their forties is larger than
that for the youngest age category. Other studies have found a slight increase of the
importance of association members with age (Stueve & Gerson, 1977; Fischer, 1982a:
p. 110). Finally, as people get older they rely less on friends for support. People over
sixty have 40 percent less friends in their personal networks than people under thirty.
Similar results have been found by other researchers (Fischer, 1982a: p. 115; Fischer
& Oliker, 1983; Moore, 1990).
Taking all nonkin categories together, people over fifty have less associates than
people under fifty. The sharp drop with age in the number of colleagues and friends
is mainly responsible for this difference. Summarizing, people over fifty have a larger
proportion of kin in their networks not because of a larger number of kin but because
of a smaller number of nonkin, especially colleagues and friends. The number of kin
in the network remains fairly constant across the life span, but the emphasis shifts
from the family of origin to the family of procreation.
In section 5.3 no significant relationship was found between network size and marital
status. However, treating the never married, the divorced and the widowed as one
'unmarried' category revealed that married people have significantly larger networks.
They also have a larger proportion of kin in their networks compared to the other
categories. Figure 6.3 and table 6.3 show which specific role categories are
responsible for these differences.
Not surprisingly, the chance of having a partner in the personal network is
largest for the married. Furthermore, the never married are more likely to have a
partner in their network than the divorced and the widowed. The finding that married,
divorced and especially widowed persons have less parents in their networks than the
never married is very likely due to age differences and, in tum, to the availability and
reachability of this role category. Section 7.2 investigates this assumption, while also
including other relevant factors like values and attitudes in the analysis. The number
of children in the networks of the never married is negligible, while the widowed
have twice as many children in their networks than the married. Again, availability
is a very likely mediating variable, but can probably not explain why the differences
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Figure 6.3 Personal network composition by marital status
are that large. Additional explanations that are tested in section 7.3 include travel
distance, presence of other role categories in the network, and the attitude towards
parent-child support.
The never married have a substantially larger sibling subnetwork compared to
the married, divorced and especially widowed Apart from availability, reachability
is likely to play an important role here, especially when the never married and their
siblings are still living with their parents. Furthermore, the never married generally
cannot turn to their spouse and children, which makes relationships with others more
beneficial. The married and widowed have a larger number of in-laws in their
networks than the never married. This is not so for the divorced, probably indicating
troubled relationships with the ex-partners relatives. Finally, people who are married
or divorced have less other kin in their networks than people who have not been
married yet. To what extent these marital status differences are the result of differing
constraints, costs, and benefits will be discussed in the next chapter.
The married have the largest overall kin network, followed by the widowed (not
shown). Children and in-laws are the major sources of these differences. In this case,
other research shows a fairly consistent pattern. Fischer (1982a: p. 80) found that the
married had larger kin networks than the divorced and the widowed, who in rum
named more kin than the never married. In the study of Lowenlhal & Robinson
(1976), the divorced and never married are more often ostracized from kin than the
married and widowed. Moore (1990) only distinguished married and unmarried, and
found that the former had more kin in their networks. The same conclusion was
drawn by Fischer & Oliker (1983) for people under 36.
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Table 63
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with marital status (N=791)

parameter

partner parent child sibling in-law

never married'

.46

married

2.16""

1.38

1.18

.50"* 1.28"

.67

.55"* 2.17"'

divorced

.34"'

.34'" 1.32

.58'

widowed

.11'"

.18"' 1.99'"

.25" 2.00"

scale parameter
change

d

1

.19

1.04

1.91

1.27

.79

1.42

other col- neigh- fellow- acquauitkin league bour member ance f π end
.41

.75

.35"·

.31

.50

2.26

.46"" 1.36"'

.72

1.05

.71'

.45'

.79

1.32

.51

1.76"

.86

.48

.07" 1.06

1.30

3.02'"

.55

1.16

1.44

.80

1.28

1.33

1.37

552.0" ' 79.2"* 11.3" 40.6" " 63.8" ' 49.5" ' 44.3"" 14.4" 5.74

2.19

20.2" " 15.1"

* p<.05 ** p<.01 *** p<001
a the table entries are the anti-logs of the parameter estimates; for the reference category (never mamed)
this is the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor, indicatmg
the number of times the average for that category is larger than the reference category average
b in this analysis the never mamed are eliminated because only one of them has children m her network,
which would lead to extraordinarily high parameter estimates (N=622), the difference between the never
married and the other marital statuses would, of course, be highly significant (in this analysis the
married are the reference category)
с the scale parameter corrects for possible over- or underdispersion in the data (see appendix Bl)
d this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here manta] status) is omitted
from the model, and it approximately follows the Chi-square distribution (df=3)

To complete (he picture of network composition in connection with age, the nonkin
subnetworks will be discussed next. Married people have less colleagues in their
networks than the never married while the widowed have hardly any at all. An
obvious explanation would be that married women are less likely to be employed
outside the household than women who are never married, and that the widowed,
because of their age, are more likely to be retired. Neither Fischer (1982a: p. 105) nor
Moore (1990) found a relationship between marital status and the number of col
leagues, but they controlled for employment status. In section 7.7, this will also be
done for these data while, furthermore, costs and benefits relevant for developing and
maintaining relationships with colleagues will be included in the analysis.
Married persons have a larger neighbour subnetwork than the never married.
Fischer (1982a: p. 99) also found such a difference but Moore (1990) did not. In her
case, the presence of children under 19 was the main predictor of the number of
neighbours in the network. This variable, of course, is highly correlated with marital
status. Possible explanations for the marital status differences are type and location
of dwelling, length of residence in the neighbourhood, and contentment with the
neighbourhood.
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The finding that the number of fellow members of organizations in the network does
not vary with marital status confirms the general tenor of other studies (Fischer,
1982a: p. 110; Moore, 1990). However, the divorced and widowed do have larger
acquaintance subnetworks than the never married and married. This is a rather
intriguing finding which cannot be compared to other studies because the number of
acquaintances has not been treated as a separate variable yet Furthermore, the married
have less friends in their networks than the never married. The question remains
whether they really have less friends or are just less likely to rely on them for
support. Corroborating these findings, Fischer (1982a: p. 115) found that the never
married tended to name many friends and Moore (1990) reports that married persons
have less friends in their networks compared to unmarried persons (including the
widowed and divorced). In addition, other research suggests that widowhood is more
detrimental to the friendship patterns of men than for those of women (Dickens &
Perlman, 1981). The effects of constraints, as well as costs and benefits on the size
of the acquaintance and friend subnetwork will be investigated further in sections 7.10
and 7.11 respectively.
Adding all nonkin categories together, the married and widowed have less
nonkin associates compared to the never married and divorced (not shown). This is
largely attributable to the smaller number of colleagues and friends in their networks.
Moore (1990) also finds the married to have less nonkin in their networks than the
unmarried, but Fischer (1982a: p. 91) reports no differences in nonkin network size
with respect to marital status.
Summarizing, the never married and divorced have a somewhat smaller and less
kin oriented network than the married, because they name considerably less kin (less
children and in-laws for the never married, and less partners and in-laws for the
divorced) and more nonkin (more colleagues and friends for the never married, and
more colleagues and acquaintances for the divorced). The widowed also have smaller
networks with relatively little kin compared to the married, but for different reasons.
The widowed do mention less kin (especially less partners, parents, and siblings) than
the married, but not more nonkin.
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Socio-economic status

As was already mentioned in section 4.2.5, socio-economic status is indicated in this
study by two variables, social class and level of education. The latter is also used in
many of the other studies on personal networks but social class is hardly ever
included and if it is, a rough dichotomy like blue versus white collar is used.
However, these studies generally do include income which proves to be highly
correlated with the social class measure used here. Although the EGP classification
of social class is a categorical one, it will not be very wrong to treat the unskilled
manual workers as the lowest and the service class as the highest class. The other
classes are in between but their position in relation to one another is less clear.
In section 5.4 it was shown that both the size of the personal network and the
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Figure 6.4 Personal network composition by social class
proportion of kin vary widely across the different social classes. People in the service
class have the largest networks with the smallest proportion of kin, while manual
workers have the smallest networks with the largest proportion of kin. More detailed
information about the network composition of the several social classes is given in
figure 6.4 and table 6.4.
The social classes do not differ markedly in the chance of having a partner in
the network. However, the respondents for whom the social class is unknown much
less often mention a partner than the others. This is very likely due to the fact that
these respondents are mostly very young (see also section 4.2.5). With respect to the
other kin categories they also exhibit the pattern which is typical for the youngest age
group. They are more likely to mention parents and siblings and less likely to name
children and in-laws as sources of support. Differences between the other classes are
very small. People doing routine non-manual work have somewhat more parents and
less children compared to unskilled manual workers. What part of these differences
can be explained by introducing constraints (availability), costs (e.g. travel distance),
and benefits (e.g. orientation to self-disclosure) will be investigated in chapter 7.
Finally, the number of other kin in the network does not vary with social class at all.
Aggregating to the level of the total kin network, no social class differences are
found (data not shown). This is also the general tenor in the other studies reviewed
here, refuting the popular belief that kin support is more pervasive in lower socio
economic strata. From the results Booth (1972) reported it can be deduced that there
is no difference in the number of close kin between blue and white collar workers.
Moore (1990) found that managers and professionals (comparable to the service class)
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Table 6.4
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with social class (N=791)

parameter

partner parent child sibling in-law
82

68

skilled manual

1 01

small proprietors

1 02

unskilled manual'

other col neigh fellow- acquaint
kin league bour member ance fnend
13

55

102

99

109

88

1 08

100

1 39

145'

1 10

2 19" 1 04

1 30"

126

72

138

18

28

156

101

97

108

1.11

1.27

131

88

1 04

.93

.84

1.10

1.17

135

routine non-manual 1 01

1 30"

67"

1 15

86

125

1.12

service class

1 17

88

91

91

103

2 05"'' 1 19

2 11'·

94

1 58""

41"

127

3 60" '

4 23""

89

175"

1 08

missing

40" ' 2 28""

scale parameter*

30

change'

111

3 1 " " 1 76"
198

132

54 1"" 27 8"' 22 0"" 12 4"

151
17 8"

85
2 03

129

86
139

40.4'" 6 72

113

147

29 4 ' " 3 03

2.16
28 6"*

* p<05 ** p<01 *** p<001
a the table ent η es are the anti-logs of the parameter estimates, for the reference category (never mamed)
this is the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor, indicating
the number of times the average for that category is larger than the reference category average
b the scale parameter corrects for possible over- or underdispemon (see appendix Bl)
с this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here social class) is omitted
from the model, and it approximately follows the Chi-square distribution (df=5)

have equally large kin networks as people working in other professions. In Fischer's
(1982a: p. 80-81) sample, however, the middle income respondents mentioned more
kin than both the lower and higher income groups.
If there are no differences between the social classes in the kin part of the
network, the differences in overall size and proportion of kin must be due to the
nonkin part. People in the service class have twice as many colleagues in their
networks as unskilled manual workers. The other three classes take an intermediary
position. These differences could be due to differences in employment status, since
unemployment rates are higher in the lower social classes. Apart from this constraint,
possible costs and benefits involved in establishing and maintaining personal relation
ships with colleagues are included in the analysis in section 7.7. It is, for instance,
conceivable that social classes differ in the number of hours worked weekly (contact
opportunities) or in the importance attached to work contacts. The respondents for
whom the social class is missing mention over three and a half times as many
colleagues as unskilled manual workers. While most of these respondents are young
and still in college, it is very likely that most of their 'colleagues' are fellow-students.
The extreme position of the service class with respect to colleagues is corroborated
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by other researchers (Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Moore, 1990). Where Moore
(1990) also found a positive effect of income on the number of colleagues in the
network, Fischer (1982a: p. 105) makes no mention of such a relationship.
The size of the neighbour subnetwork does not depend on social class at all.
Fischer (1982a; p. 99) and Moore (1990) also found no relationship between occupation and income on the one hand and the number of neighbours in the network on the
other. With respect to fellow members of organizations, however, there are some
remarkable differences. Both routine non-manual employees and people in the service
class mention more than twice as many fellow members as the manual workers (both
skilled and unskilled) and the small proprietors and farmers. The respondents for
whom the social class is unknown even have over four times as many fellow
members in their networks. In the light of these large differences it is remarkable that
Moore (1990) found no differences with respect to the number of fellow members
between managers and professionals on the one hand and other occupations on the
other. Fischer (1982a; p. 110), however, confirms our Finding by reporting that more
affluent people belong to more voluntary organizations and, therefore, mention more
fellow members. This mediating effect of organization membership will be
investigated in section 7.9. Furthermore, active memberships, by providing contact
opportunities, are more likely to have such an effect than passive memberships.
Finally, social classes could also differ in the benefits they derive from personal
relationships with fellow members.
There are no differences whatsoever between the social classes with respect to
the size of the acquaintance subnetwork. However, both skilled and unskilled manual
workers have less friends in their networks than the other social classes. The missing
category again beats the lot with an average of 2.4 (=1.75*1.35) friends. The difference Moore (1990) reports between managers and professionals and the rest are in
line with these findings. Other research has also shown that more affluent people have
more friends in their networks (Lowenthal & Robinson, 1976; Fischer, 1982a: p. 115;
Moore, 1990). In section 7.11, an explanation of these differences will be sought for.
Do manual workers rely less on friends for support because they have very few
friends, because they are less likely to share their problems with others in general, or
because they think mutual support is not an essential part of friendship relations?
Taking all nonkin categories together even strengthens the relationships. Small
proprietors have 25 percent more nonkin in their networks than unskilled and skilled
manual workers (data not shown), while routine non-manual employees and people
in the service class have 20 and almost 40 percent more respectively.
Summarizing, people doing non-manual work and small proprietors have larger
networks than people doing manual work because they mention more nonkin
associates, especially colleagues, fellow members and friends. Since the social classes
do not differ with respect to the size of the kin network, manual workers consequently
have a larger proportion of kin in their networks compared to persons from the other
categories.
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Figure 6.5 Personal network composition by education level
The level of education proves to be most clearly associated with the personal network
characteristics under investigation here. Contrary to social class, the level of education
is an ordinal scale variable. The order roughly corresponds with the number of years
it takes to reach that level of education, an interval scale variable which is often used
in other studies. In section 5.4 it was shown that the size of the personal network
increases and the proportion of kin decreases with level of education. The relationship
between the various subnetwork sizes and the level of education is depicted graphic
ally in Figure 6.5 and mathematically in table 6.5.
The presence of a partner and the number of siblings, in-laws and other kin in
the personal network does not vary significantly with the level of education. However,
there is a tendency for the parent subnetwork size to increase and for the child subnet
work size to decrease with education. These effects probably result from a differential
availability of these role categories. The younger age cohorts are generally higher
educated than the older ones and they are also more likely to have living parents and
less likely to have adult children. In chapter 7 it is investigated whether these
explanations suffice or whether other factors (costs and benefits) are also relevant in
this respect.1
At the aggregate level of the kin network, the slight decrease in the number of

1

The apparent anomalies in the sizes of the parent and child subnetworks occurring at the
O/A levels could be due to a group of young respondents who have not reached their highest
level of education yet.
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Table 6.5
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with education level (N=791)

parameter
elementary*

partner parent child sibling in law
78

45

1 64

70

1 29

other col- neigh- fellow acquaint
kin league hour member ance friend
24

20

1 47

07

63

1 20

lower vocational

110

161'

71'

119

111

83

113

108

4 10"

91

125

lower secondary

1 10

1 98*"

59" 1 09

85

1 14

1 37

1 05

4 47"*

80

1 60"

second vocational 1 08

184*"

64" 1 02

112

78

1 91'

1 20

2 00

84

147"

O/A levels

2 63*"

3 3 ' " 1 38

87

66

4 4 5 ' " 1 14

5 57""

72

1 64"

89

college

1 09

1 89"*

62"

88

80

59

university

111

2 07"

36"

99

80

1 15

1 33

1 52

84

3 1 2 " ' 32 2 ' " 7 12

12 1

9 19

scale parameter*
change'

32
8 08

111

1%

3 27"" 1 39" 4 42"* 1 08

1 70"

5 86'" 1 20

3 45*

2 13*"

1 22

1 13

1 39

89 8'" 10 3

66
1 47

34 Γ " 5 27

2 19
19 9 "

* p<05 * * p < 0 1 •** p<001
a the table entries are the anti logs of the parameter estimates, for the reference category (elementary
school) this is the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor,
indicating the number of times the average for that category is larger than the reference category
average
b the scale parameter corrects for possible over or underdispersion (see appendix Bl)
с this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here education level) is omitted
from the model, and it approximately follows the Chi square distribution (df=6)

kin in the personal network appears not to be significant (data not shown). Fischer
(1982a: ρ 80) and Moore (1990) also found no relationship between education and
the number of kin in the network, but Marsden (1987) reports an increase of the size
of the kin network with education However, taking all evidence into consideration,
inclusion of kin in the personal network does not seem to be more pervasive in some
socio-economic strata than in others.
Parallel to social class, the clearest differences are to be found in the nonkin
network The relationship between education and the number of colleagues in the
network is very strong and straightforward: the higher the more The higher unem
ployment among the lower educated could be an explanation for the smaller number
of colleagues in their networks. Furthermore, higher educated people have developed
greater social skills that are necessary to form relationships outside the family (Allan,
1979; Fischer, 1982a ρ 252, Keith, 1986). Fischer (1982a: p. 105) also found the
higher educated to name slightly more colleagues. Moore (1990), on the contrary,
reports no relationship between years of education and the number of colleagues in
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Figure 6.6 Personal network composition by degree of urbanization
the network, possibly because she controlled for employment status and income.
With respect to the number of fellow members and friends the main distinction
lies between respondents with only elementary school and the rest. The size of the
friend subnetwork increases approximately linearly with education. This is not the
case for the size of the fellow member subnetwork, which is highest for persons with
O/A levels. They have five and a half times as many fellow members as people with
elementary school, whereas university graduates only have three and a half times as
many. Again, structural constraints (number of association memberships) as well as
social skills could account for this difference. In line with these findings, Moore
(1990) found both the number of friends and the number of fellow members to
increase with the number of years of education. Fischer (1982a: p. 110, p. 115)
reports very similar results.
Finally, the number of neighbours in the network varies only slightly with the
level of education. College graduates have somewhat more compared to people with
only elementary school. Both Fischer (1982a: p. 99) and Moore (1990) report a much
clearer association, educated people mentioning more neighbours.
Not surprisingly, considering the above effects, the total number of nonkin in the
personal networks increases substantially with the level of education (not shown). This
is a very consistent finding in the research literature (Fischer, 1982a: p. 91; Marsden,
1987; Moore, 1990). Thus, summarizing, the size of the personal network increases
with the level of education due to a larger number of personal relationships with
nonkin associates (mainly colleagues, fellow members and friends). Since the kin

90

Table 6.6
Poisson regression analyses of various subnetwork sizes with degree of urbanization (N=791)

parameter
rural"

partner parent child sibling in law

other col- neigh fellow ;acquaint
km league bour member ance fnend

85

88

123

80

1 42

15

55

166

16

51

175

101

92

88

92

92

162

79

108

1 42

1 12

102

small/medium town 96

90

88

87

94

1 11

50"

94

170

95

95

large town

89

90

71

103

70*

1 48

97

99

1 82

127

104

scale parameter

32

1 15

2 02

1 33

1 52

84

1 33

1 39

1 16

1 47

2 23

4 83

61

4 33

1 74

9 45'

14 6" 3 06

4 88

3 38

77

urbanized rural

change"

6 34

* p<05 •• p<01 *** p<001
a the table entries are the anti logs of the parameter estimates, for the reference category (rural) this is
the average subnetwork size, while for the other categories it is a multiplicative factor, indicating the
number of tunes the average for that category is larger than the reference category average
b this is the change in the scaled deviance when the independent variable (here degree of urbanization)
is omitted from the model, and it approximately follows the Chi square distribution (df=3)

network size remains fairly constant, the proportion of kin decreases with the level
of education as a result of this increase in nonkin involvement

6.4 Degree of urbanization
Not many students of personal networks have investigated urban-rural differences, but
it is the central theme of the most extensive study in this field (Fischer, 1982a)
Therefore, comparisons with the research literature are limited In section 5 5 it was
shown that people living in rural areas have somewhat larger networks than urbanités.
The proportion of kin is lowest for people living in large towns of over 100,000
inhabitants. The details behind these rough network measures will be discussed in this
section. The results are presented in figure 6.6 and table 6 6.
The differences m the subnetwork sizes found are very small and hardly worth
mentioning People living in large towns do have about thirty percent less in-laws in
their networks compared to those in rural areas. This could be due to differences in
population composition, because a relatively large proportion of the large town
inhabitants is never married and single (Castenmiller & Knol, 1989). The presence of
a partner and the number of parents, children, siblings and other kin in the personal
network do not vary with degree of urbanization Aggregating the kin categories,
however, results in a sixteen percent smaller kin network for people living in large
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towns compared to people in niral areas (data not shown). Fischer (1982a: p. 81) also
found the number of kin in the network to drop with degree of urbanization, while
Marsden (1987) reports a negative relationship between the size of the place one lives
in and kin network size.
People living in small and medium sized towns have only half as many
colleagues in their networks as those in rural areas. Fischer (1982a: p. 105) found
respondents in the large communities to name more colleagues, but that was because
they were more likely to be working. In section 7.7, employment status, together with
indicators of costs and benefits, will be included in the analysis as mediating
variables. The degree of urbanization has no effect on the number of neighbours,
fellow members, acquaintances and friends in the network. In Fischer's (1982a: p.
102, p. 115) study the urbanités named less neighbours and more friends compared
to people living in rural areas.
At the aggregate level, people living in large towns have a somewhat larger
nonkin networks than people living in small and medium sized towns (data not
shown). The two rural categories take an intermediary position. Combining this result
with the smaller kin network of people living in large towns produces the peculiar
patterns of total network size and proportion of kin with degree of urbanization shown
in table 5.6. Fischer (1982a: p. 92) found the number of nonkin to increase with
urbanization, which is due to the higher level of education of his urbanité respondents.
Marsden (1987) also found a positive relationship between the size of the place one
lives in and the size of the nonkin network.

6.5 Summary
In this chapter the personal network was partitioned into role category subnetworks
in order to obtain a more detailed view of its composition and the socio-structural
differences therein. The size of a subnetwork is a variable which can take on only
non-negative integer values. Therefore, Poisson regression must be used to analyze
these data.
Although the personal networks of men and women do not differ with respect
to size and proportion of kin, there are differences at the subnetwork level. Women
have more siblings and acquaintances in their network while men have more
colleagues and fellow members.
The chance of having a partner in the network rapidly increases between the age
of twenty and thirty, remains constant for a while and then starts to decline again
after sixty. The number of parents and siblings in the network steadily decreases with
age while the number of children starts to increase rapidly at the age of forty. People
in their thirties have the highest number of in-laws in their network and, finally, the
number of other kin decreases with age but starts to increase again at sixty. All in all,
the size of the kin network remains fairly constant over the years with a little upsurge
for people in their fifties. The number of colleagues and friends in the network
decreases with age, while the number of neighbours first increases and decreases
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again after fifty. Finally, people in their forties mention somewhat more acquaintances. Taking all nonkin together the number remains constant until the age of fifty
and then declines. Combining the kin and nonkin network, the total network size is
constant over the years and only starts to drop at sixty. The proportion of kin is
largest for people over fifty because of their lesser nonkin involvement.
The never married have a greater chance of having a partner in the network than
either the widowed or the divorced, but of course a smaller one than the married. The
married and formerly married have less parents, siblings and other kin in their
networks than the never married but more children and, with the exception of the
divorced, more in-laws. This results in a kin network which is largest for the married
followed by the widowed. The never married have more colleagues and friends
compared to the married, the divorced and especially the widowed. The married have
relatively many neighbours in their network, while the formerly married have a larger
number of acquaintances. Taking all nonkin together, the married have the smallest
number followed again by the widowed. AH in all, the total network size does not
vary markedly with marital status, but the married have a larger proportion of kin
compared to the never and formerly married.
Routine non-manual employees have more parents but less children in their
networks than the unskilled manual workers. The respondents for whom the social
class is missing differ the most from the rest, mainly because of their youth and high
education. They less often have a partner in their network and they mention more
parents and siblings and less children and in-laws. All in all, there are no social class
differences in the size of the kin network. Manual workers mention less friends than
the other social classes. Routine non-manual workers have more fellow members and
people in the service class have more fellow members and colleagues compared to
unskilled manual workers. However, the largest number of colleagues, fellow
members and friends are to be found with the respondents for whom no social class
is known. Aggregating reveals that the size of the nonkin network is smallest for the
manual workers, considerably larger for small proprietors and routine non-manual
employees, and largest for people in the service class and the missing category. It is
the nonkin network which is responsible for the differences in network size and
proportion of kin reported in table 5.4.
The number of parents in the network increases with level of education while
the number of children decreases. These effects cancel each other out, so the kin
network size is approximately equal for all education levels. The number of
colleagues and friends increases with education and with respect to fellow members
the people with only elementary school have less than most of the others. Finally,
college graduates have a relatively large number of neighbours in their network. AU
in all, the size of the nonkin network increases rapidly with level of education. As a
result, the personal networks of the higher educated are larger and they contain a
smaller proportion of kin.
People living in large towns have less in-laws in their networks and those living
in small and medium sized towns mention less colleagues, both in comparison to
people living in rural areas. At the aggregate level, urbanités have smaller kin
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networks and their nonkin networks are relatively large, resulting in a smaller
proportion of kin.
Looking at the personal networks in greater detail has revealed a lot of sociostructural differences that were hidden at the aggregate level. The partitioning of the
network in subnetworks is, however, also necessary to be able to study the role that
structural constraints and costs and benefits of personal relationships play in
determining the size and composition of the personal network. On several occasions
in this chapter, suggestions have been made about possible explanations for the sociostructural differences found. These explanations are all formulated in terms of the
constraints, costs, and benefits hypothesized to have an effect on personal network
size and composition (see sections 3.4 and 3.5). In chapter 7 these hypotheses will be
tested, and it will be determined which factors are mainly responsible for the
differences between the social categories described in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 7

A rational choice explanation
of subnetwork sizes

7.0 Introduction
The differences in the personal network size and the proportion of kin with respect
to gender, age, marital status, social class, level of education, and degree of urbanization have been discussed in chapter 5. These socio-structural differences have
subsequently been elaborated in chapter 6 by dividing the personal network into
eleven subnetworks based on role relationship category. The purpose of this chapter
is to investigate the extent to which differences, individual as well as socio-structural,
in the size and composition of personal networks can be explained by the different
constraints people face, and by differences in the assessment of costs and benefits
concerning the development and maintenance of personal relationships.
Each section in this chapter deals with a different subnetwork, including all the
network members of a specific role relationship category. The size of each subnetwork is regressed on the relevant constraints, costs, and benefits, thereby testing the
hypotheses specified in section 3.5, and simultaneously on the socio-structural
characteristics to find out what remains of them. Subsequently, the important (significant) constraints, costs, and benefits are regressed on the same socio-structural
characteristics in order to gain more insight into their mediating function.

7.1 Partner
In chapter 6 it was shown that people over thirty considerably more often have a
partner in their network than people in their twenties. Furthermore, the married more
often and the divorced and widowed less often have a partner in their network than
the never married.
The single most important constraint determining the presence of a partner in the
network is, of course, whether one has a steady partner or not. Performing binomial
regression, which is discussed in detail in appendix B2, we try to explain the chance
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that someone includes his or her partner in the personal network ' People who do not
have a steady partner, by definition, have no chance of including a steady partner in
their network and are, therefore, excluded from the analysis. The hypotheses that
concern the presence of a partner in the personal network arc recounted below,
2a
4a
5a
6a

The farther away one's partner Uves, the smaller the chance that he or she is
included in the personal network
The larger the personal network (partner excluded), the smaller the chance that
the partner is included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the greater the chance that they
include their partner in their personal networks
The more traditional family values people hold, the greater the chance that they
include their partner in their personal networks

The procedure that is employed to arrive at a final model explaining the presence of
a partner in the personal network is stepwise backward elimination The starting
model is the full model which includes all relevant variables Then, in a stepwise
fashion, the variables that can be missed are eliminated. The final model is reached
when no more variables can be missed without seriously affecting the fit of the
model. The exact procedure is described at some length in appendix B4. In this
particular case the analysis has to be taken with a grain of salt. There is only one
respondent who has a steady partner but does not include him or her in the personal
network. As a result, the chance of including the partner in the personal network is
1 00 for a lot of socio-structural and other categories. This implicates that the logit
(=log(7i/(l-rt))) becomes infinite, which seriously distorts parameter estimates and
standard errors. The selection procedure (table B4.1) leads to the null model as the
best one. The esumate of the constant (table 7.1) indicates that the chance of
including your partner in your personal network is 1.00 Despite the serious flaws in
the analysis, this seems to be the correct conclusion
The hypotheses concerning costs and benefits obviously do not apply to the
inclusion of a partner in the personal network. Once a partner is available, he or she
plays an important supportive role The socio-structural differences in the presence
of a partner in the network (see chapter 6) are, therefore, all due to differences in the
availability of a partner.
Regressing this constraint variable, having a steady partner, on the sociostructural characteristics in a univariate way gives results which are almost identical
to the ones obtained in the analyses of the presence of a partner in the network versus
these same background variables. However, analyzing them in a multivariate way
provides some new information which is depicted m table CI of appendix C. Logit

' Just like other role categories, the partner is not by definition included in the personal
network When people do not tum to their partner for any of the ten specified support
activities, the partner is not considered part of the personal network
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Table 7 1
Parameter estimates of the final binomial regression model explaining the
presence of a partner In the personal network (N=632)
explanatory variable
categories
constant

parameter
estimate

1
statistic

sign

6 447

• ρ < 05 · * ρ < 01 *•* ρ < 001
scale parameter taken as 1 000

analysis, which is the analysis used in this case, has the disadvantage of producing
parameter estimates which are very difficult to interpret exactly (see appendix B2).
However, interpreting the parameters in an 'ordinal' way is much easier A positive
parameter means that the dependent variable for that category is larger than for the
reference category. A negative parameter means that the dependent variable for that
category is smaller than for the reference category. Furthermore, the larger a
parameter is, the larger the dependent variable becomes. This simple interpretation of
the parameters of the logit model suffices here
While in the univariate analysis (not shown) men and women have the same
chance of having a steady partner, m the multivariate analysis women have a higher
chance than men. This is due to an interaction between gender and age (not reported
in this analysis). At a younger age women are more likely than men to have a steady
partner because m heterosexual couples the female is mostly the younger of the two.
Conversely, at an older age women are less likely than men to have a steady partner
because life expectancy is higher for women.
Furthermore, controlling for marital status, the chance of having a partner no
longer increases but instead decreases with age. Again an interaction effect blurs the
picture. For the married, who by definition have a partner, age has no effect
However, for the never maimed, divorced, and widowed the chance of having a steady
partner drops when they get older. Not surprisingly, mamed people more often have
a partner than the never married However, the divorced and widowed less often have
a partner compared to the never mamed, which is not due to their higher age. Maybe
they are not yet ready for a new and strong commitment.
With respect to social class there are no relevant differences m the availability
of a partner, since the significant parameter of the missing category is likely to be an
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artefact.2 Finally, people whose highest level of education is lower vocational or
secondary vocational and people living in urbanized rural areas or small and mediumsized towns less often have a steady partner (controlling for gender, age, marital status
and social class).

7.2 Parents
According to the analyses in chapter 6, the number of parents in the personal network
decreases with age. Furthermore, the networks of the never married contain more
parents than those of the married, divorced and widowed. People doing routine nonmanual work have somewhat more parents in their networks compared to people
doing unskilled manual work. Finally, people who only completed elementary school
have less parents in their networks than those with higher education.
The main hypothesis is that these differences are largely due to differences in
structural constraints and costs and benefits. The availability of parents, whether one
or both parents arc still alive, is the major constraint determining the number of
parents in the network. In the analysis, this variable is treated as the binomial
denominator which represents the number of trials (see appendix B2). If two parents
are available, the chance of inclusion is π for each parent. In this way, the number
of available parents is controlled for.3 The hypotheses concerning costs and benefits
involved in personal relationships with parents (see also section 3.3.4) are presented
below,
2b

The farther away one's parents live, the smaller the chance that they are
included in the personal network
The larger the personal network (parents excluded), the smaller the chance that
parents are included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the greater the chance that they
include their parents in their personal networks
The more people think that parent-child support is natural, the greater the chance
that they include their parents in their personal networks
The more people think that kin support is natural, the greater the chance that
they include their parents in their personal networks

4b
5b
6i
6k

The backward elimination procedure that has been followed to arrive at a final model
explaining the number of parents in the personal network is described at some length

2

Respondents without a partner have a higher chance of falling in the missing category
because their missing social class cannot be substituted by the social class of a partner (see
paragraph 4.2.5).
3

Respondents who have no living parents have to be excluded from the analysis because
it is impossible to make predictions when there are zero trials.
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Table 7.2
Parameter estimates of the final binomial regression model explaining the number of parents In
the network (N=560)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
travel distance *
within 15 minutes
between IS and 60 minutes
one hour or more
missing
parent child support attitude ь
age'
40-49 years
50 72 years
social class d
small proprietors and farmers
education *
O/A levels and higher

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

sign

-2 90
3 75

*»+

319

^126
3 43
3 24

***
·**
***

-864
1603

3 98
5 41

***
***

1 199

-2 59

+*

802

364

**+

5 342

3 072
3 961
^537
^039

**

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1 310
a the reference category for 'travel distance' is 'same household'
b parents and children should always be able to fall back on each other when they need help '
this attitude is treated as an interval variable based on the five initial categories
с the reference category for 'age' is '20 39 years'
d the reference category for 'social class' is all other classes'
e the reference category for 'education' is 'secondary vocational or lower'

in appendix B4 ((able B4 2). The parameter estimates of this final model, along with
their test statistics, are shown in table 7.2. As was the case in the logit analysis, it is
very difficult to give an exact metric interpretation of the parameter estimates in terms
of differences in parent subnetwork size. For our purposes an 'ordinal' interpretation
suffices. When a parameter is positive the chance is greater for that category than for
the reference category, and when it is negative the chance is smaller. Furthermore, the
more positive (negative) a parameter is, the larger the difference with the reference
category Readers interested in the exact metric interpretation are referred to appendix
B2 In some instances, the exact predictions will be calculated to illustrate the size of
an effect.
It is rather surprising that even with such close relationships as between parents
and children, travel distance is of substantial importance in determining the inclusion
in the personal network. Fixing the other variables at their reference category, the
chance of inclusion of a parent in the network is .99 for respondents whose parents
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live in the same household. When the travel distance is less than 15 minutes, this
chance is .88, between 15 and 60 minutes it is .75, and for those whose parents live
at more than one hour's travel distance the chance of inclusion is .61. So despite
modern transportation and communication techniques, travel distance still has a
negative effect on the inclusion in the personal network, even with respect to
parents.4 Hypothesis 2b is therefore clearly accepted.5
The attitude people have towards parents and children having to help each other
in times of need also has an effect on the number of parents in the network. With
every step to the next response category (strongly agree-agree-neutral-disagreestrongly disagree), the chance of inclusion of a parent in the network gets smaller.
Hypothesis 6i, which predicts just this, is therefore accepted.
The other three hypotheses (4b, 5b and 6k) cannot be accepted.6 Personal
network size, orientation to self-disclosure and kin support attitude have no effect on
the chance of including parents in the personal network.
Although most of the relationships between socio-structural characteristics and
the parent subnetwork size disappear once constraints, costs, and benefits are included
in the analysis, not all of them do. The univariate effect of marital status appears to
be entirely indirect, while those for age, social class, and education are indirect to a
large extent (the predicted differences are much smaller compared to those in tables
6.2, 6.4, and 6.5). The next question is via which constraints, costs or benefits these
indirect effects mainly flow. For that purpose, the number of available parents, travel
distance, and the parent-child support attitude are regressed on the socio-structural
characteristics. The results of these analyses are presented in table C2 of appendix С
The first is a Poisson regression, while the last is a Normal regression analysis.7 For
travel distance, which has four levels, a multinomial logit model is called for. Detailed
information about multinomial logit analysis, the selection of the final model, and the
interpretation of the parameter estimates is given in appendix B3.

4

For a number of support activities, like borrowing things and jobs around the house,
geographical propinquity is almost a necessary condition. In this respect the effect of travel
distance is not surprising. However, people only have to be mentioned in response to one
support question to be included in the personal network, and for activities like emotional
support and borrowing money travel distance is hardly a hindrance. Nevertheless, larger travel
distance apparently also leads to a smaller chance of being mentioned in response to these
support questions.
5

In statistics, hypotheses but cannot be confirmed, and only ^-hypotheses can be rejected.
When this is the case, the Η,-hypothesis is accepted (but not confirmed) as being true.
' When the Η,,-hypothesis of no effect cannot be rejected, it is accepted (but not confirmed)
to be true. In that case, the Hrhypothesis is not accepted (but it cannot be rejected).
7

Although the normal probability plot shows a slight bend and the Filliben correlation
coefficient of .964 is a bit too low (Filliben, 1975), the parent-child support attitude is still
assumed to be normally distributed because the effect of this small departure on the rather
simple interpretation of the results given here is negligible.
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As people get older they less often include parents in their personal network (table
6.2). This is mainly so because older people's parents are less likely to be still
around. However, this constraint, the availability of parents, does not entirely explain
the age effect. People over thirty are also more likely to bve further away from their
parents, thereby decreasing the likelihood of including them in the personal network.
Furthermore, the fact that people between 30 and 60 are less inclined than both
younger and older people to think of parent-child support as somethmg natural also
helps to explain part of the age effect. However, apart from these indirect effects, a
direct effect of age remains. People over forty (and especially those over fifty) still
have a smaller chance of including their parents in their network than people under
forty, even after controlling for differential availability, reachability, and support
attitudes. It is very well possible that one is more reluctant to ask ones parents for
help if they are over seventy. However, asking for advice on important decisions or
regular visiting (at least once a month) is enough for persons to be included in the
support network. Therefore, there seems to be a real possibility that people tend to
dissociate from their parents when they start having families of their own that take
up all their time and/or fulfil all their support needs.8
People who are married, divorced, or widowed are generally older than the never
married and, therefore, their parents are less likely to be still alive ' This largely
explains their smaller parent subnetwork size compared to the never married reported
in table 6.3. Furthermore, they tum to their parents less often for support because they
are less likely to live with their parents than the never married (due to their higher
age), but also compared to never married people of the same age. Finally, the fact that
the maimed more often think that parents and children should always help each other
increases the chance of including their parents m their networks, which slightly
reduces the difference with the never married.
Routine non-manual workers are more likely to have living parents than
unskilled manual workers, which is due to their somewhat lower age.10 This, in tum,
leads to a larger parent subnetwork. However, the routine non-manual workers are
also less likely to consider parent-child as natural, which reduces the chance of
including parents in the network. The net effect of these counteracting tendencies is
the somewhat larger parent subnetwork of the routine non-manual compared to the
unskilled manual workers, that was reported in table 6.4. Furthermore, respondents
for whom the social class is missing are generally younger, are thus more likely to

* That this last explanation is not reflected in an indirect effect via personal network size
(hypothesis 4b) could be due to the fact that the intensity and multiplexity of the relationships
with partner and children are not proportional to their number
9

In table C2 there is no effect of marital status on the number of parents Living because
age is controlled for. In the univariate case, which is not shown, the mamed, divorced, and
widowed do have less living parents than the never mamed
'° Once age is controlled for, the social class categories do not differ with respect to the
availability of parents, as can be seen in table C2
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have parents living nearby, and therefore have more parents in their personal
networks. Small proprietors and farmers tend to live nearer to their parents than
unskilled manual workers, and should therefore have a greater chance of including
their parents in their personal networks. That this is not the case (table 6.4) is due to
the negative direct effect of being a small proprietor or farmer on the inclusion of
parents m the network.
The larger parent subnetwork size of the higher educated is mainly due to their
having more parents available, which in tum is the result of their lower age."
However, the fact that university graduates are less inclined to consider parent-child
support as natural, reduces their chance of including parents in the personal network.
What remains of the education effect is not explained by any of the intermediary
variables and is, therefore, due to a direct effect. This effect indicates that, after
controlling for constraints, costs and benefits, people with at least O/A levels more
often include their parents in their networks than lower educated persons.
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Children

In chapter 6 it was shown that women and older people have relatively many children
in their personal network, while the never married, people doing routine non-manual
work, the higher educated, and people living in large towns have relatively small
children subnetworks. Again, the general expectation is that these differences are
largely due to differing structural constraints, costs, and benefits. The availability of
children of 12 years or older (younger children are excluded) is no doubt the most
influential variable, which is treated here as the binomial denominator (see appendix
B2).12 Consequently, the number of available children is controlled for. The hypotheses concerning the costs and benefits involved in developing and maintaining
personal relationships with children are given below.
2c

The farther away one's children live, the smaller the chance that they are
included in the personal network13
The larger the personal network (children excluded), the smaller the chance that
children are included in it

4c

11

Especially people with only elementary school education are older, and therefore are
more likely to have lost their parents. People with O/A levels are the youngest and
consequently have the highest chance of having still living parents.
12

Respondents who have no children aged 12 or older have to be excluded from the
analysis because it is impossible to make predictions when there are zero trials.
13
This hypothesis is tested by including four variables in the analysis which indicate the
number of children living within different travel distances (in the household, within 15 minutes,
within 30 minutes, within 1 hour). Each time the former variables are included in the latter.
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Figure 7.1 Child subnetwork size by the number of children aged 12 or older
41

The more children a person has, the smaller the chance that individual children
are included in the personal network
5c The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the greater the chance that they
include their children in their personal networks
6b The more traditional family values people hold, the greater the chance that they
include their children in their personal networks
6j
The more people think that parent-child support is natural, the greater the chance
that they include their children in their personal networks
61 The more people think that kin support is natural, the greater the chance that
they include their children in their personal networks
To test hypothesis 41 the number of children available has to be included as an
independent variable in the binomial regression analysis where it also functions as the
binomial denominator. When the hypothesized effect is not significant, the chance of
including a particular child in the personal network is independent of the number of
children one has. The relationship between number of children available and number
of children in the network would then be a straight line.
In figure 7.1 the number of children in the personal network is plotted against
the number of children available. Furthermore, the predicted regression line is drawn
for the model in which the number of children available is the only independent
variable. As can be seen in figure 7.1, the fit is very good and the relationship looks
fairly linear. However, at the right hand of the graph, the regression line bends and
it even predicts that the number of children in the network will decrease with every
extra child beyond 14. When the number of children available is log-transformed the
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Table 73
Parameter estimates of the final binomial regression model explaining the number of children In
the network (N=355)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
log (number of children over 12)
number of children living in the same household
traditional family values
gender *
female
ageb
50 59 years
social class '
small proprietors
routine non-manual workers
missing
education d
lower vocational or lower secondary
secondary vocational O/A levels or college

parameier
estimate
728
-1 070
363
053

t
statistic

sign

-6 15
4 03
1 93

***
***
*

460

209

*

500

2 25

*

1 219
426
5 983

-3 56
-1 65
87

***

319
608

121
2 32

*

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1 269
a the reference category for 'gender' is 'male'
b the reference category for 'age' is '30-49 years' and '60 72 years'
с the reference category for 'social class' is 'all other classes'
d the reference category for 'education' is 'elementary school or university'

fit is even better (494 0 vs. 496.3). Furthermore, the slope never becomes negative,
which is more appealing theoretically. For both these reasons, the log-transformed
version is preferred and used in the subsequent analyses. Whether the bend in the
curve is strong enough, for hypothesis 41 to be accepted, remains to be seen.
The next step is regressing the number of children in the personal network on
the costs and benefits hypothesized to be relevant, and on the socio-structural
characteristics described in section 4.2 5. The selection of the best model is depicted
in table B4.3 of appendix B4. The parameter estimates of the final model, together
with their test statistics, are shown in table 7.3.
The chance of including a child in the network decreases with the number of
children available. This means that the departure from linearity in figure 7.1 is
significant. The number of children included in the personal network does, of course,
increase with the number of children available, but at a decreasing rate Calculating
the expected values for some hypothetic respondents reveals that this principle of
diminishing marginal returns only holds for children living outside the household, and
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quite strongly so.
The hypothesis concerning travel distance is accepted insofar as the distinction
between children living inside and outside the household is concerned. When a larger
number of the available children lives within the household, the chance of children
being included in the network is greater. However, when the children living outside
the household are concerned, the distinctions between travel distances do not make
a difference. As an example of the effect consider a male, fifty year old unskilled
manual worker with only elementary school, three children, and holding very strong
traditional family values. When all his children are still living at home the chance of
including a single child in his network is .92. However, when all three children live
on their own this chance is reduced to .80. For other types of respondents the effects
of travel distance are similar, but varying somewhat in magnitude. Thus, as soon as
the children have left the parental home, they are less likely to be included in the
personal network of their parents. In other words, the chance is greater that their
parents do not turn to them for any kind of help or support.
As predicted by hypothesis 6b, the stronger the traditional family values people
hold, the more children they will include in their personal networks. When the man
in the above example would have held no traditional family values at all, the chances
of including a single child in his network would be .80 and .58 respectively.
The other hypotheses cannot be accepted. Personal network size, orientation to
self-disclosure, and a parent-child or kin support attitude have no effect whatsoever
on the chance of including children in the personal network.
Controlling for the presence and reachability of children, and for the traditional
family values held, makes the differences in child subnetwork size between people
of various marital statuses disappear. This effect is, therefore, entirely indirect. With
respect to the other socio-structural differences, part of the effect appears to be direct.
To find out through which mediating variables the indirect effects flow, the number
of children available, the number of children living in the household, and traditional
family values will be regressed on the socio-structural characteristics. The results of
these analyses are shown in table C3 of appendix C. u
According to the direct gender effect in table 7.3, women are more inclined to
tum to their children for support than men. Furthermore, women are more likely to
have children than men of the same age, since they get children generally at a
younger age than men. These effects produce an 18 percent larger child subnetwork
for women compared to men, which, however, appeared not to be significant (table
6.1).
The size of the child subnetwork increases rapidly with age (table 6.2). People

14

With respect to the child sub-network the first two mediating variables are highly
correlated. People with many children are more likely to have many children living at home.
To prevent that too much of the indirect effect is contributed to travel distance, the number of
children is included as a control variable in the analysis of the number of children still living
at home.
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in their thirties on average include .2 children of 12 years or older in their personal
network. This increases to about one for people in their forties, and to slightly more
than two for the eldest two age categories. This large age effect is almost entirely
explained by the number of children over 12 a person has, which also increases
rapidly with age (table 7.3). However, there is also a negative indirect effect of age.
The children of older people are less likely to live in the same household, which
lowers the chance of inclusion. Besides these two indirect effects, a small direct effect
of age remains. People in their fifties are more likely to include their children in their
network than both younger and older people. A possible explanation could be that
people are more inclined to ask older children for help than younger children, and are
more reluctant to ask for help if their children have families of their own.
The larger number of children in the networks of the married, divorced, and
widowed compared to the networks of the never married is entirely explained by the
larger number of children they have.
People doing routine non-manual work have relatively small child subnetworks
because they have less children aged 12 or older available. Small proprietors and
farmers have about the same number of children as manual workers (not shown).
However, since they are generally older, one would expect them to have more.
Controlling for age, the parameter for small proprietors and farmers is therefore
negative (table C3 in appendix C), indicating that they have less children than manual
workers of similar age. Since the analyses of table 6.4 are univariate, this effect is not
reflected there.
The number of children in the network decreases with the obtained level of
education (see table 6.5). People with higher education have, as a result of their lower
average age, less children of 12 years or older (not shown). Other reasons for the
smaller child subnetwork size of the higher educated are the fact that their children
are less likely to live in the same household, and the fact that they hold less
traditional family values (table C3 in appendix C). After controlling for these
constraints, costs and benefits, people with only elementary school actually have less
children in their networks than higher educated people (except university graduates),
while in the univariate case they had more. Thus, lower educated people are less,
instead of more, inclined to tum to their children for help and support.
Finally, the larger number of children and stronger traditional family values of
people living in rural areas results in a larger child subnetwork compared to people
living more urbanized areas. However, this difference fails to reach significance, as
was shown in table 6.6.

7.4

Siblings

According to the analyses in chapter 6, women have more siblings in their personal
networks than men. The number of siblings in the network also diminishes with age,
while the never married have larger sibling subnetworks than the married, divorced
and widowed. As in the preceding sections, the general expectation is that these
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differences are largely due to differing structural constraints, and costs and benefits
in developing and maintaining personal relationships with siblings. The sibling
subnetwork size is largely determined by the number of siblings one has 15 In the
binomial regression analysis this constraint is treated as the binomial denominator,
indicating the number of trials for the inclusion of a sibling in the personal network
(see also appendix B2).'6 The costs and benefits considered important are listed in
the hypotheses below.
2d

The farther away one's siblings live, the smaller the chance that siblings are
included in the personal network17
4d The larger the personal network (siblings excluded), the smaller the chance that
siblings are included in it
4m The more siblings a person has, the smaller the chance that individual siblings
are included m the personal network
5d The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the greater the chance that they
include their siblings in their personal networks
6m The more people think that kin support is natural, the greater the chance that
they include their siblings in their personal networks
To test hypothesis 4m the binomial denominator, ι e. the number of siblings available,
also has to be included in the analysis as an independent variable. According to this
hypothesis the chance of including a particular sibling decreases as the number of
siblings is larger. This would result in a regression line that is not linear but bends
downward. In figure 7 2, the number of siblings in the personal network is plotted
against the number of sibbngs available. The predicted regression Ime shows a
marked bend downward, confirming the above expectation However, the slope gets
negative which means that at a certain point (six siblings) not only the chance of
including a particular sibling decreases, but also the absolute number of sibbngs
actually included in the network. The rather unlikely prediction is made that people
with IS sibbngs have as many siblings in their networks as people with only two
regression line is more plausible. Furthermore, it seems less affected by the outlier
observation of the respondent having 14 siblings and including none of them in his
or her personal network The transformed regression Ime also looks curvilinear,
siblings Although the log-transformed number of siblings variable produces a worse
fit (1294 7 versus 1283.3), it is preferred because the shape of its suggesting that the
chance of including a particular sibbng in the network drops as the number of avail-

13
Siblings younger than 12 year are excluded here, because they are also not included in
the personal networks
16

Respondents who have no siblings aged 12 or older have to be excluded from the
analysis because it is impossible to make predictions when there are zero trials
17

Since we do not have information on the travel distance to all living siblings, the travel
distance to the most contacted sibbng is used here as a proxy
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Figure 7.2 Sibling subnetwork size by the number of siblings aged 12 or older
able siblings goes up. Whether this departure from linearity is significant will be
learned from the binomial regression analysis below.
Why, apart from the number of siblings he has, does one person have more
siblings in his network than another? Or, formulated in terms of the binomial
regression model, why is one person more likely to include his siblings in his personal
network than another? The hypotheses formulated above can be tested by inspecting
the parameter estimates of the final model depicted in table 7.4 (the model selection
is described in table B4.4 of appendix B4).
The chance of including a sibling in the network clearly decreases with the
number of siblings available. This means that the departure from linearity in figure
7.2 is significant. The number of siblings included in the personal network does
increase with the number of siblings available, but at a decreasing rate. The
hypothesis, that the benefits of additional relationships with siblings decrease with the
number of siblings already included in the network, is accepted. These benefits may
become smaller than benefits derived from relationships with associates from other
role categories or from other activities.
Despite the fact that a proxy was used, the effect of travel distance is clear and
strong. The further away the most contacted sibling lives, the smaller the chance that
a sibling is included in the network. For an unmarried, 25 year old woman with three
siblings, who thinks that relatives do not always have to help each other and whose
most contacted sibling lives within IS minutes, the chance of including any of her
siblings in her network is .62 (this means that people with those characteristics will,
on average, have 1.86 siblings in their networks). However, if her most contacted
sibling lives between 15 and 30 minutes travel distance, the chance of inclu-
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Table 7.4
Parameter estimates of the final binomial regression model explaining the number of siblings In
the network (N=720)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
log (number of siblings over 12)
travel distance to most contacted sibling *
between 15 and 30 minutes
30 minutes or more
missing
kin support attitude b
neutral to strongly disagree
gender c
female
age d
maniai status '
married
widowed

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

sign.

1.058
-.795

-7.63

•**

-.398
-1 240
-1.621

-2.46
-8.08
-4 15

**
***
***

.357

2 67

**

.456
- 159

3.61
-3.05

***
**

-.835
-1.404

-5.75
-2 31

***
•

* ρ < .05 ** ρ < .01 *** ρ < .001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one-tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1.427
a the reference category for 'travel distance' is 'within 15 minutes (incl. same household)'
b "being relatives does not mean that you always have to be ready to help one another"
the reference category of 'kin support attitude' is '(strongly) agree'
с the reference category for 'gender' is 'male'
d age is treated as an interval variable (based on category values 1 through 5)
e the reference category for 'marital status' is 'never mamed / divorced'

sion would be .52, and if the travel distance is more than 30 minutes the chance
would be reduced to .32. Hypothesis 2d can, therefore, clearly be accepted.18
People who (strongly) agree with the statement that being relatives does not
mean that one always has to help one another are less likely to include their siblings
in their networks than people who are neutral or (strongly) disagree. When the woman
in the previous example, whose most contacted sibling lived within 15 minutes' travel
distance, would disagree instead of agree with the above statement, the chance of
including a sibling in her network would be .70 instead of .62. Hypothesis 6m is
therefore also accepted, people who think of kin support as self-evident are more
likely to tum to siblings for help and support than people who think that relatives are

18
The missing category, for which no travel distance is known, includes people who claim
to have no contact at all with their siblings. This explains the corresponding large negative
parameter estimate.
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not obliged to help. Personal network size and the orientation to self-disclosure do not
affect the chance of including a sibling in the personal network, which means that
hypotheses 4d and 5d cannot be accepted.
After controlling for these constraints and attitudes, the socio-structural
differences found in chapter 6 do not entirely disappear. To find out to what extent
they are the result of differences in number of siblings, travel distance, and kin
support attitude, these mediating variables are regressed on the socio-structural
characteristics. The results are presented in table C4 of appendix С
The fact that women are more likely to tum to siblings for help and support than
men is not due to differences in constraints, costs, and benefits. This gives support
to the general idea in the literature that women are more involved with their own kin
than men are.
The number of siblings in the personal network declines with age (table 6.2).
This cannot be accounted for by structural constraints, because the number of siblings
available increases until the age of sixty, which is probably a cohort effect caused by
a drop in the birth rate in the second half of the century. After the age of sixty the
number of siblings drops again, due to death. Consequently, the reason for the
negative overall effect of age on sibling subnetwork size has to be sought elsewhere.
One explanation is the fact that the travel distance to siblings increases with age, thus
lowering the chance of inclusion in the network. Furthermore, a direct negative age
effect remains. The explanation given for the similar association between age and the
inclusion of parents in the personal network may also apply here. Once people get
older they start to build families of their own, leaving less time for relationships with
members of the family of orientation. Furthermore, the need for sibling support may
be lessened by the support received from partner and children.
Married people have less siblings in their personal networks despite the fact that
they have, for some mysterious reason, more siblings available than the unmarried.
The strong direct effect (table 7.4), which accounts for the larger sibling subnetwork,
gives further support to the idea that the family of orientation is ousted by the family
of procreation. The smaller number of siblings in the networks of the widowed is also
the result of a direct effect, for which an explanation is difficult to give. What is
more, it seems more likely for widowed people to be more instead of less involved
with their siblings as a kind of substitution for the lost spouse. Finally, the divorced
have less siblings in their networks because they do not regard kin support as a
natural or obligatory thing.
While there are some minor social class differences in the availability of siblings
and in kin support attitude, they have no consequences for the number of siblings in
the personal network.19 The same goes for the differences in travel distance and kin
support attitude between higher and lower educated people (table C4).

" The larger number of siblings in the networks of the people in the missing social class
category is entirely due to their youth and the fact that most of them have never been married.
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7.5 Family-in-Iaw
As was shown in chapter 6, people in their thirties have the largest number of in-laws
in their networks. Furthermore, the married and widowed nave significantly more than
both the never married and divorced. Finally, people living in large towns have
smaller in-law subnetworks than those living in smaller towns or rural areas. Some
of these associations may seem trivial, being determined by the availability of familyin-law. In this section, therefore, a binomial regression analysis is performed with the
number of available in-laws as the binomial denominator. In this analysis, an
explanation is sought for the chance of including a particular in-law in the network,
given the number of in-laws available.20 As in the preceding sections, some hypotheses have been formulated with respect to the expected effects of the costs and
benefits involved in developing and maintaining personal relationships with family-inlaw on the size of the in-law subnetwork.
2e

The farther away one's in-laws live, the smaller the chance that in-laws are
included in the personal network21
The longer people are married or have a steady partner, the greater the chance
that they include their in-laws in their personal networks
The larger the personal network (in-laws excluded), the smaller the chance that
in-laws are included in it
The more in-laws a person has, the smaller the chance that individual in-laws
are included in the personal network
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the greater the chance that they
include their in-laws in their personal networks
The more people think that kin support is natural, the greater the chance that
they include their in-laws in their personal networks

3a
4e
4n
5c
6n

As in the preceding sections, the binomial denominator is also included as an
independent variable in the analysis, in this case to test hypothesis 4n. The regression
line in figure 7.3, where the number of in-laws in the personal network is plotted
against the number of in-laws available, shows a familiar pattern. It rises rapidly,
reaches its maximum at 13 available in-laws, and then gradually falls back again. Like
with children and siblings, using the log-transformed number of available in-laws
results in a more plausible regression form. The slope never becomes negative and,
moreover, it provides a better fit to the data (scaled deviance of 1156.5 instead of
1183.5). Therefore, the transformed number of available in-laws will be used in the

20

In this analysis the number of available in-laws represents the number of trials with
which in-laws are included in the network. Therefore, respondents without any in-laws have
to be excluded from the analysis.
21

Since we do not have information on the travel distance to all in-laws, travel distance
to the most contacted one is used here as a proxy.
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Figure 7.3 Family-in-law subnetwork by the number of in-laws aged 18 or older
subsequent analysis.
Why, taking the availability of in-laws into account, does one person have more
in-laws in her network than another? Or, formulated in terms of the binomial
regression model, why is one person more likely to tum to her in-laws for help than
another? The hypotheses formulated above can be tested by inspecting the parameter
estimates of the final model depicted in table 7.5 (the model selection is described in
table B4.5 of appendix B4).
The chance of including a particular in-law in the network clearly decreases with
the number of in-laws available (see the bend in figure 7.3, reflecting the negative
parameter in table 7.5). The number of in-laws included in the personal network does
increase with the number available, but at a decreasing rate. For instance, the rise in
number of in-laws in the network is much larger between 1 and 11 (from .57 to 1.62),
22
than between 11 and 21 (from 1.62 to 1.90).
Travel distance proves to play a very important role, similar to preceding
sections. To illustrate the size of the effect, consider a man who has a network size
of twelve (in-laws excluded), ten in-laws available, and whose most contacted in-law
lives within 15 minutes. His chance of including a particular in-law in his network is
.18. For a similar man whose most contacted in-law lives between 15 and 60 minutes
this chance is .14. If the travel distance is even longer it is reduced to .09. Since ten
in-laws where available, the average number of in-laws in the network of people with

22

These figures have been calculated using the parameter estimates from the model where
(he transformed number of available in-laws over 18 is the only predictor (not shown).
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Table 7.5
Parameter estimates of the final binomial regression model explaining the number of family-lnlaw In the network (N=662)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
log (number of family-in-law over 18)
travel distance to most contacted in-law '
between 15 and 60 minutes
one hour or more
missing
personal network size (excl. family-in-law)
gender ь
female

I

parameter
estimate

statistic

sign.

1.383
-.928

11.89

***

-.290
-.742
-.453
-.064

-2.29
-4.43
-4.06
-3.48

-.214

-2.21

*
*+*

***
»**

* ρ < .05 ** ρ < .01 *** ρ < .001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one-lailed)
scale parameter taken as 1.629
a the reference category for 'travel distance' is 'within 15 minutes'
b the reference category for 'gender' is 'male'

similar characteristics drops from 1.8, via 1.4, to .9. These figures must not be
misunderstood. It is not so that people suddenly stop seeing each other when they live
further away. Of course, when persons like each other enough, a relationship will not
be threatened by an hour's travel distance. However, geographical distance certainly
means extra costs in sustaining the relationship. When choosing between two evenly
likable and in other ways comparable persons, these costs may well tip the balance.
That they do, is shown in table 7.5 and means that hypothesis 2e can be accepted.23
The effect of personal network size on the chance of including in-laws in the
network proves to be significant and in the direction predicted by hypothesis 4e. Thus,
the number of in-laws included in the network is negatively affected by the number
of other people that are already in it. This effect can be considered an example of the
principle of diminishing marginal returns. People have to divide their time between
establishing and maintaining personal relationships and other activities. The larger the
personal networks, the more time is spent on maintaining the relationships in them,
the less time is left for other activities. The principle of diminishing marginal returns
contends that the benefits derived from certain goods or activities diminish with the
number of those goods or activities (see also section 3.4.2). Thus, the more personal

23

The missing category, for which no travel distance is known, includes people who claim
to have no contact at all with their family-in-law. This explains the corresponding large
negative parameter estimate.
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relationships one already has, the less benefits are derived from developing additional
ones. Furthermore, the less time is spent on other activities, the more it costs (in
terms of benefits forsaken) to spend even less time on them.
The number of years a person is married or has a steady partner proves to have
a negative effect on the chance of including in-laws in the personal network, instead
of the positive one hypothesized. Therefore, hypothesis 3a cannot be accepted, and
the corresponding variable is not included in the final model. One possible explan
ation for the non-existence of a positive effect is that one get to know ones in-laws
pretty quickly and that, after say a few years marriage, an extra year does not matter
any more. The decline in the chance of inclusion with the number of years married
calls for an additional explanation. It may be that this effect parallels the age effects
with respect to parents and siblings, namely that people dissociate from their families
of origin when they start having families of their own. Finally, the effects of kin
support attitude and orientation to self-disclosure are not significant and, therefore,
hypotheses 5e and 6n also cannot be accepted.
After controlling for constraints, costs, and benefits the age, marital status, and
urbanization differences in number of in-laws in the personal network all disappear.
To get an idea of the role the various mediating variables play in explaining the
socio-structural differences in in-law subnetwork size, the relevant constraints, costs,
and benefits are regressed the background characteristics. The parameter estimates of
the final models are shown in table C5 of appendix С
Women tend to have somewhat larger personal networks than men, which leads
to a smaller chance of including in-laws in them. In addition, the direct gender effect
shows that men are more likely to include in-laws in their networks than women. As
was suggested in the section on siblings, women seem more attached to their own kin
than men to theirs. Consequently, men are more likely to be drawn into their wife's
family of origin than women into their husband's (Young & Willmott, 1964). Both
effects result in 13 percent smaller in-law subnetwork for women compared to men.
However, according to table 6.1, this difference fails to reach significance.
People in their thirties have more in-laws in their personal networks than
younger people, because they have more in-laws available.24 While people over forty
also have more in-laws available, this is not reflected in a larger in-law subnetwork.
For them, the positive effect of the number of in-laws is counteracted by a larger
travel distance, which negatively affects the chance of including in-laws in the
personal network.
The finding that the married and widowed have more in-laws in their networks
than both the never married and divorced (table 6.3) can entirely be explained by the
larger number of in-laws they have. Apparently, the widowed consider their late
spouse's relatives still as family-in-law, while the divorced no longer do so with

24

This larger number of family-in-law is partly the result of their being married more
often. For the other part, as people grow older, their siblings grow older too and are therefore
more likely to be married or to have a steady partner.
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respect to their ex-spouse's relatives.
The few minor differences in the number of available in-laws and personal
network size between the social classes have no significant impact on the in-law
subnetwork size.25 Higher educated people tend to live further away from their inlaws. Furthermore, the size of the personal network increases with the level of
education. Both these effects lead to a decrease of in-law subnetwork size with level
of education. However, as can be seen in table 6.5, the resulting differences fail to
reach significance.
Urbanités, living in large towns, have less in-laws in their network because they
have less in-laws available. This latter finding is only partly explained by the fact that
urbanités are more likely to be never married than people living in smaller towns or
more rural areas. The remaining effect could be related to the finding that urbanités
also have less children (less children means less children-in-law).

7.6 Other kin
In chapter 6 it was shown that the number of other kin in the networks of people does
not vary a lot. Men and women, people from different social classes, with different
education, and living in rural or urban areas all have about the same number of other
kin in their networks. However, people in their twenties have more of them in their
networks than people over thirty, and the never married have more than the other
marital status categories.
Unlike in the previous sections, a binomial regression analysis cannot be
performed since no exact information on the total number of other kin is available.
Only the number of grandparents, grandchildren and aunts and uncles has been
determined. It is therefore possible that respondents without any of these relatives do
have other kin in their personal networks, for instance cousins. Thus, the number of
other kin, as assessed in the questionnaire, has to be used as a mere indicator of the
total number of other kin, and cannot be treated as the binomial denominator. The
best suitable analysis for these kind of data, where the upper limit is unknown, is
Poisson regression. The number of other kin, as assessed here, is nevertheless likely
to act as a constraint on the number of other kin in the network and is, therefore,
included in the analysis as a control variable. The costs and benefits considered
relevant are presented in the hypotheses formulated below.
2f

The farther away one's other kin lives, the less other kin are included in the
persona] network26

25

The smaller number of in-laws in the networks of people in the missing social class
category is again the result of their youth and the fact that they less often have a partner.
26

Since we do not have information on the travel distance to all members of the other kin,
the travel distance to the most contacted one is used here as a proxy.
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Figure 7.4 Other kin subnetwork size by number of other kin aged 18 or older
4f
5f
6o

The larger the personal network (other kin excluded), the less other kin are
included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more other kin they include
in their personal networks
The more people think that kin support is natural, the more other kin they
include in their personal networks

Like in the previous sections, in figure 7.4 the untransformed and log-transformed
regression lines of other kin subnetwork size against number of other kin are plotted.
The fit of the untransformed version is slightly better than that of the log-transformed
one, 637.7 versus 641.1. Therefore, the former will be included in the Poisson
regression analysis. The parameter estimates and test statistics of the final model are
given in table 7.6 (for the selection of the final model see table B4.6 in appendix B4).
The availability of other kin does not have an effect on the number of other kin
in the personal network. This is probably due to both the fact that the availability of
other kin is rather widespread, and the rather small appeal on them for help or
support. The availability, therefore, does not act as a constraint.
The travel distance to the other kin has its hypothesized effect (2f). The farther
away the most contacted other kin member lives, the smaller the chance of other kin
being included in the personal network. An example might elucidate the strength of
the effect. Consider an unmarried person who has lower secondary training, lives in
a small town, strongly agrees that relatives do not always have to help each other and
who has a personal network of size six (other kin excluded). If this person's most
contacted other kin member lives within 15 minutes, she is expected to include .49
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Table 7.6
Parameter estimates of the final Prison regression model explaining the number of other kin In
the network (N=759)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
travel distance to most contacted other kin '
between 15 and 60 minutes
one hour or more
missing
personal network size (excl other kin)
kin support attitude ь
agree through strongly disagree
marital status c
married or widowed
divorced
education л
О/А levels
university
degree of urbanization '
urbanized rural or large towns

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

sign

-302
- 636
•1901
•2 196
- 068

-3 86
-6 71
-13 41
-2 99

***
***
••*
**

2 30

*

- 489
•1 146

-3 47
-2 82

•**
**

- 493
957

-2 08
3 24

*
**

461

3 30

826

***

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one laded)
scale parameter taken as 617
a the reference category for 'travel distance' is 'within 15 minutes'
b 'being relatives does not mean that you always have to be ready to help one another'
thereferencecategory of 'kin support attitude' is 'strongly agree'
с thereferencecategory of 'marital status' is 'never married'
d thereferencecategory of 'education' is 'secondary vocational or lower, or college'
e thereferencecategory for 'degree of urbanization' is 'rural or small/medium-sized towns'

other ion in her personal network. However, if the travel distance was between 15 and
60 minutes, the expected number would be .26, while a travel distance of over one
hour results in a drop to .07. It seems that these extended family ties are very
susceptible to travel distance.77
As hypothesized in 4f, the more other people are already in the network, the less
likely are other kin included in it. Only people who have very small networks tend
to tum to other km for help, support or companionship. When people already have
a lot of others to rely on for help, the potential benefits from personal relationships

77

The missing category, for which no travel distance is known, includes people who claim
to have no contact at all with then other kin. This partly explains the corresponding large
negative parameter estimate
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with other kin are relatively low. The limited time available will be spent on other
more rewarding activities.
People who strongly agree that relatives do not always have to help each other
are less inclined to tum to other kin for help and support than people who agree less
strongly or disagree. Thus, hypothesis 60 is also accepted. The hypothesis concerning
orientation to self-disclosure (5f), however, again cannot be accepted.
To figure out why certain social categories do or do not differ from each other
in the number of personal relationships with other kin, the travel distance, network
size, and kin support attitude are regressed on the socio-structural characteristics. The
results are reported in table C6 of appendix С
The few differences in network size and kin support attitude between age groups
are very small and cannot logically be translated into the differences in the number
of other kin in the network found in table 6.2. While there is also no direct effect, the
univariate differences are probably the result of a combination of insignificant indirect
effects in the same direction.
The married include less other kin in their personal networks than the never
married because they live somewhat further away from their other kin, they have
larger networks, and are more likely to think that relatives do not always have to help
each other. The divorced and widowed also have smaller other kin subnetworks than
the never married. The divorced because they strongly believe that kin support is not
self-evident, and the widowed because they have larger networks when other kin are
excluded. Furthermore, a direct negative effect remains indicating that, after controll
ing for costs and benefits, the married, divorced and widowed still include less other
kin in their networks than the never married.
Although non-manual employees tend to live further away from their other kin
and have larger networks than manual workers and small proprietors, they do not
have smaller other kin subnetworks. The higher educated have larger networks and
they less often consider kin support self-evident than the lower educated. For the
university graduates these negative indirect effects are counteracted by a positive
direct effect. For people with O/A levels there is an additional direct negative effect,
but (he resulting smaller number of other kin in the network fails to reach significance
at the univariate level (table 6.5).
Similarly, the fact that people from urbanized rural areas are less likely to
consider kin support self-evident is counteracted by a direct positive effect. Finally,
urbanités have smaller networks, which means an indirect positive effect on the
number of other kin in the network. Although this is supplemented by a direct
positive effect, the resulting larger number of other kin in the network fails to reach
significance at the univariate level (table 6.6).
7.7

Colleagues

In this chapter, so far, the determinants of the kin part of the personal network have
been looked at. In this and following sections the attention is focused on the nonkin
part, starting with the colleague subnetwork. The major difference with the kin
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categories is that the data do not contain direct measures of the availability of the
nonkin categories. The number of colleagues, neighbours, fellow members, and
acquaintances a person has is unknown, and with respect to friends, the only information available is the number of 'good friends' a person claims to have. This means
that it is impossible to do a binomial regression analysis since the binomial denominator is unknown. Therefore, Poisson regression has to be employed, making the
assumption that with these role relationship categories there is no theoretical upper
limit to the number that can be included in the personal network.
According to the analyses in chapter 6, women have less colleagues in their
networks than men, married and widowed people have less than the never married
and divorced, people in the service class have more than those in other classes, and
people living in small and medium-sized towns have less than those living elsewhere.
Furthermore, the size of the colleague subnetwork decreases with age and increases
with level of education.
The question addressed here is to what extent these socio-structural differences
are the result of differences in constraints people face and of differences in costs and
benefits involved in developing and maintaining personal relationships with colleagues. The costs and benefits considered relevant are presented in the below
hypotheses.
la
3b
4g
5g
6e

The more hours people work weekly, the more colleagues they include in their
personal networks
The longer people have worked in the same job, the more colleagues they
include in their personal networks
The larger the personal network (colleagues excluded), the less colleagues are
included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more colleagues they
include in their personal networks
The more importance people attach to work contacts, the more colleagues they
include in their personal networks

Whether these hypotheses can or cannot be accepted will be learned from the
parameter estimates and test statistics in table 7.7 (the selection of the final model is
explained in appendix B4 table B4.7).
The constraint variable employment status has a large effect on the number of
personal relationships with colleagues for the very simple reason that people who do
not have any colleagues cannot include any in their network. People with paid
employment, the self-employed, and the ones still in school have more colleagues in
their personal networks than the unemployed and the ones working in the household.
The finding with respect to the people still in school can be easily understood because
fellow students are also considered to be colleagues.
The number of hours one works weekly has a positive effect on the number of
colleagues in the network, as was hypothesized in la. With every ten hours the
number of colleagues in the network increases with almost twelve percent. Homans
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Table 7 7
Parameter estimates of the final Poisson régression model explaining the number of colleagues In
the network (N=763)
explanatory variable
categones
constant
employment status "
working in the household or unemployed
hours worked weekly
personal network size (exel colleagues)
orientation to self-disclosure
ъ
education
secondary vocational
O/A levels or higher
degree of urbanization '
small or medium sized town

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

sign

-4 02
2 01
-5 22
2 85

***
*
***
**

871
1081
011
106
036
295
873

1 81
6 46 **·

536

3 44

*•*

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001 (the lests for costs/benefits are one tailed)
scale parameter laken as 1 027
a the reference category for 'employment status' is 'paid employment, self employed or school'
b the reference category for 'education' is 'lower secondary or lower'
с the reference category for 'degree of urbanization' is '(urbanized) rural or large town'

(1951) would explain this finding with the following chain of relations- joint activities
lead to interaction, which produces positive sentiments, which leads to close personal
relationships The weak link in this chain is that interaction may not always lead to
positive sentiments. The rational choice theoretic explanation, frequent interaction
reduces the costs of developing and maintaining personal relationships, sounds more
convincing
The effect of personal network size on the number of colleagues included in the
network proves to be significant and in the direction predicted by hypothesis 4g
Apparently, the larger the personal network, the smaller the benefits derived from
additional relationships with colleagues, the greater the chance that the valuable time
will be spent on other, more rewarding activities.
While orientation to self-disclosure has no influence on any of the kin subnet
work sizes, it does have its hypothesized effect on the number of colleagues in the
network The more one is inclined to talk about personal problems, the more
colleagues are included in the personal network. Hypothesis 5g is, therefore, accepted.
Since colleagues are an important source of emotional support (Felling, Fiseher &
Van der Poel, 1991), it can be further hypothesized that people oriented towards selfdisclosure especially derive benefits from personal relationships with an emotionally
supportive content or potential.

120

The effect of the number of years one has worked in the same job fails to reach
significance, which could be due to the imprecise way in which it is measured
(shorter or longer than one and a half year). The importance one attaches to work
contacts also does not affect the colleague subnetwork size. Thus, hypotheses 3b and
6e cannot be accepted.
After controlling for constraints, costs, and benefits the socio-structural
differences found in chapter 6 disappear (gender, age, marital status, and social class)
or are considerably reduced (level of education and degree of urbanization). Thus,
most of the effects of background characteristics on colleague subnetwork size are
indirect. Which mediating variables are most important in this respect can be seen in
table C7 in appendix С
Women have less colleagues in their personal networks than men because they
are more often unemployed or working in the household, and when they are employed
outside the household they work less hours. Furthermore, women have somewhat
more personal relationships with others, i.e. non-colleagues, which leads to a smaller
number of colleagues in the network. However, it is also possible that women develop
more relationships with others because they have less colleagues available.
The number of colleagues in the network decreases with age because older
people, especially over sixty, are more often unemployed (retired) or working in the
household. Furthermore, the inclination to talk about personal problems also
diminishes with age, leading to less personal relationships with emotional support
providers like colleagues.
The married have less personal relationships with colleagues than the never
married because they are more likely to be unemployed or working in the household
(mainly the married women) and because they have somewhat more relationships with
others. The widowed have very small colleague subnetworks because they are more
likely to be unemployed or working in the household, which appears to be only partly
due to their higher age and female gender.
People in the service class have larger colleague subnetworks than unskilled
manual workers because they are more likely to have a job. The negative effect of
their larger number of others in their networks is not strong enough to counteract this
positive effect of employment status. The larger number of colleagues in the personal
networks of the people in the missing category is again the result of their young age.
The number of personal relationships with colleagues increases with the level
of education because both the chance of being employed outside the household and
the orientation towards self-disclosure increase with level of education. Furthermore,
an additional direct effect remains. Even after controlling for constraints, costs, and
benefits, the higher educated have larger colleague subnetworks. In the literature, both
the orientation towards contact with nonkin and the social skills needed are proposed
as possible explanations of this difference (Keith, 1986). Although lower educated
people attach as much importance to work contacts as higher educated ones, they
might not have supportive personal relationships with them in mind.
The few minor differences in working hours and network size between people
living in rural and urban areas have opposing effects on the number of colleagues in
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the persona] network, thereby cancelling each other out The smaller colleague subnetworks of people living in small and medium-sized towns, therefore, is the result of
the direct effect reported in table 7.7.

7.8

Neighbours

The exploratory analyses of chapter 6 have shown that young people (20-29 years)
have less neighbours in their networks than people between thirty and sixty. Married
persons have more than never married ones, and college graduates have more than
those with only elementary school. The type and place of dwelling are likely to
determine the availability of neighbours and are, therefore, considered to act as
structural constraints on the development and maintenance of personal relationships
with neighbours. The costs and benefits, which are thought to be relevant in determining the number of neighbours in the personal network, are recounted in (he hypotheses
below.
3c
4h
5h
6c
6d
6p

The longer people have been living in the neighbourhood, the more neighbours
they include in their personal networks
The larger the personal network (neighbours excluded), the less neighbours are
included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more neighbours they
include in their personal networks
The more localistic values people hold, the more neighbours they include in
their personal networks
The more content people are with the neighbourhood they live in, the more
neighbours they include in their personal networks
The more people think that neighbour support is natural, the more neighbours
they include in their personal networks

Whether these hypotheses can or cannot be accepted will be learned from the
parameter estimates and test statistics in table 7.8 (the selection of the final model is
explained in appendix B4 table B4.8).
Both structural constraints, type and place of dwelling, have an effect on the
number of neighbours in the personal network but not quite the effect one would
expect. Although people living in a flat or apartment building have more neighbours
available in the direct vicinity than people living in detached or terraced houses, they
have less personal relationships with neighbours. The same goes for people living in
the inner city, compared to those in the suburbs or living outside the built-up area. A
possible explanation is that the space in front of and around their houses creates more
opportunities to make contact with their neighbours, for instance while washing the
car or working in the garden. This idea can be viewed as an additional corollary of
hypothesis 1: little opportunities for contact increase the costs of developing
relationships. Another possible explanation is the classical sociological hypothesis that
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Table 7.8
Parameter estimates of the final Poisson regression model explaining the number of neighbours In
the network (N=656)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
type of dwelling *
flat or apartment building
ь
location of dwelling
suburb or outside built-up area
length of residence '
1 to 20 years
20 yean or more
personal network size (excl neighbours)
contentment with neighbourhood
d
education
O/A levels or higher
degree of urbanization *
small or medium-sized town

parameter
estimale

t
statistic

sign

.260

-2 58

+*

182

2 27

*

601
357
054
056

2 89

**

^t06
3 85

***
***

.217

2 87

»t

188

-2 28

316

163

+

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1 310
a the reference category for 'type of dwelling' is 'single-family dwelling or other'
b the reference category for 'location of dwelling' is 'town centre'
с the reference category for 'length of residence' is 'less than one year'
d the reference category for 'education' is 'secondary vocational or lower'
e the reference category for 'degree of urbanization' is '(urbanized) rural or large town'

population density leads to a sense of crowding which is reduced by selective
withdrawal into the sphere of the family (Simmel, 1902-03/1950; Wirth, 1938). This
would mean that people living in apartment buildings and in the town centre would
have fewer personal relations with nonkin in general. Since this is only true for
neighbours and not for the other nonkin categories (data not shown), the withdrawal
hypothesis cannot be accepted. Baldassare's (1977) suggestion that people in densely
populated areas have less need for personal relationships with neighbours because
they have enough opportunities for establishing more rewarding relationships with
other nonkin is can also not be accepted because their smaller number of neighbours
is not accompanied by a larger number of other nonkin.
Hypothesis 3c is accepted, but the relationship between length of residence and
the number of neighbours in the network is not linear. People who have been living
in the neighbourhood between one and twenty years have almost twice as many
neighbours in their networks as those who have moved in the last year. There appears
to be no significant difference between the categories '1-5 years' and '5-20 years'.
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So, it takes about a year to get to know your neighbours well enough to include them
in your network. Additional years do not cause significant changes. What is more,
those who have lived in the neighbourhood for more than twenty years even seem to
have somewhat smaller neighbour subnetworks than people who have lived there
between one and twenty years.
The size of the personal network again has its predicted negative effect, this time
on the number of neighbours in the network. The smaller the number of others in the
network, the larger the benefits derived from support contacts with neighbours. The
more content a person is with the neighbourhood she lives in, the more neighbours
will be in her network. Although hypothesis 6d is accepted, the causality is not clear
here, and probably works both ways (better contact with neighbours leading to more
contentment with the neighbourhood). Orientation to self-disclosure, localism, and a
support attitude with respect to neighbours all fail to have an effect on neighbour
subnetwork size. This means that hypotheses 5h, 6c, and 6p cannot be accepted.
After controlling for these constraints and attitudes only one of the original
socio-structural effects remains, namely the one concerning level of education. The
others prove to be entirely indirect. Which mediating variables account for the initial
differences will be investigated next by regressing the relevant constraints, costs, and
benefits on the socio-structural characteristics. The results of these analyses are shown
in table C8 in appendix С
Although women are more content with the neighbourhood they live in than
men, this does not result in a larger number of personal relationships with neighbours.
The number of neighbours in the personal network increases with age and
decreases again after fifty (table 6.2). This curvilinear pattern is largely explained by
the positive effect of age on the length of residence in the neighbourhood (table C8)
and the curvilinear effect of the latter variable on the neighbour subnetwork size
(table 7.8). The effect of age on type of dwelling is also curvilinear with the middle
categories least likely to live in flats or apartment buildings, resulting in a larger
number of neighbours in the network. Furthermore, the personal network size drops
with age and the contentment with the neighbourhood increases. These linear effects
combine with the curvilinear ones to produce the pattern in table 6.2.
The married have more neighbours in their personal networks than the never
married because they have been living longer in their neighbourhood, they more often
live in terraced or detached houses and outside the town centre. Their larger personal
network only slightly counteracts these positive indirect effects. The other marital
status differences in constraints, costs, and benefits do not result in significant
differences in the number of neighbours in the personal network.
People in the service class have slightly more neighbours in their personal
networks compared to unskilled manual workers because they less often live in flats
or apartment buildings. Apparently, the negative effect of their larger personal
network is not strong enough to neutralize the effect of type of dwelling. The indirect
effects concerning the other social class do cancel each other out.
People with a college degree have more neighbours in their personal networks
than people with just elementary school because they are more likely to live outside
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the town centre. The fact that they have been living in the neighbourhood for a
shorter time and have somewhat larger personal networks only partly counteracts the
positive indirect effect via place of dwelling. University graduates are rather similar
to people with a college degree, but they are more likely to live in flats or apartment
buildings and are less content with the neighbourhood they live in, affecting the
number of neighbours in the network negatively. Finally, a direct effect remains,
people with a higher level of education, all else being equal, include a larger number
of neighbours in their networks than less educated people.
The obvious differences in type and place of dwelling between urbanités and
people living in more rural areas are not reflected in differences in the numbers of
neighbours in their personal networks.

7.9 Fellow members
In chapter 6 it has been shown that men have more fellow members in their networks
than women. The largest differences, however, have been found with respect to socioeconomic status. People doing routine non-manual work and people in the service
class have more fellow members in their networks than manual workers or small
proprietors and farmers. Finally, people with just elementary school have less than
those with higher education. The number of voluntary organizations a person is a
member of (active or passive) is treated as a structural constraint on the number of
fellow members in the personal network. The costs and benefits involved in developing and maintaining personal relationships with fellow organization members are
listed in the hypotheses below.
lb
4i
5i
6f

The more organizations people are an active member of, the more fellow
members they include in their personal networks28
The larger the personal network (fellow members excluded), the less fellow
members are included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more fellow members they
include in their personal networks
The more importance people attach to social contacts, the more fellow members
they include in their personal networks

Whether these hypotheses can be accepted or not can be learned from the parameter
estimates and test statistics in table 7.9 (the selection of the final model is explained
in appendix B4 table B4.9).
The availability of fellow organization members, measured by the number of

28
This hypothesis is tested with respect to nine types of organizations: sports clubs, musicsong-dance clubs, other leisure organizations, voluntary and other health organizations,
neighbourhood organizations, labour unions, political organizations, and other organizations.
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Table 7.9
Parameter estimates of the final Poisson regression model explaining the number of fellow
members In the network (N=765)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
number of memberships of voluntary organizations
number of active memberships of sports clubs
number of active memberships of music, song <Sc dance clubs
number of active memberships of other leisure organizations
number of active memberships of political organizations
personal network size (excl fellow members)
importance attached to social contacts *
missing
gender ь
female
maniai status c
divorced
widowed
social class d
routine non-manual
service class
missing
education *
lower vocational
lower secondary, 0/A levels, or college
secondary vocational or university

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

•3.658
355
.273
.670
393
559
-220

4 85
2 30
4 35
331
2 49
-7 79

.322

2 30

*

-317

-2 03

**

-623
2 091

-145
5 71

»**

925
666
1513

4 27
3 24
5 61

+*
+**

3.038
2 572
1 877

5 19
444
3 17

***
***
**

sign.

***
*
**+

*#*
**
***

***

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < .01 *** ρ < 001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one-taded)
scale parameter taken as 850
a the reference category for 'importance attached to social contacts' is 'low, medium, and high'
b the reference category for 'gender' is 'male'
с the reference category for 'marital status' is 'never married or married'
d the reference category for 'social class' is '(un)skdled manual or small propnetors'
e the reference category for 'education' is 'elementary school'

voluntary organization memberships (active or passive), has the expected positive
effect on the number of fellow members in the personal network. Above and beyond
the effect of sheer availability, the opportunities for contact with fellow members are
also thought to have an effect. These contact opportunities are indicated by the
number of active organization memberships, divided into nine categories. In four
cases, there is a significant effect on the number of fellow members in the personal
network: for sports clubs, music, song and dance clubs, other leisure organizations,
and political organizations. The more of these organizations one is an active member
of, the more fellow members one includes in the personal network. Hypotheses lb is,

126

therefore, accepted for four different types of organizations and not accepted for five
others. Thus, being an active member of leisure and political organizations promotes
personal contacts with fellow members that go beyond just meeting and saying hello.
Maybe the aspect of mating also plays a part here. After all, sharing the same hobbies
and political ideas should facilitate close relationships.
The size of the personal networks, excluding fellow members, has a negative
effect on the number of fellow members in the network, as predicted in hypothesis
4i. With every extra other person in the network, the number of fellow members is
lowered by almost twenty percent. Again, like with the previous four role categories,
the principle of diminishing marginal returns seems to be at work. The more personal
relationships you already have, the less benefits will be derived from additional
relationships with fellow members of voluntary organizations.
Neither the orientation to self-disclosure, nor the importance attached to social
contacts have an effect on the size of the fellow member subnetwork. Hypotheses 5i
and 6f, therefore, both cannot be accepted.
None of the socio-structural differences in the number of fellow members in the
network, described in chapter 6, disappears entirely when controlling for the con
straints, costs, and benefits mentioned above. Some of them grow smaller, others even
larger. What is behind all this, will be investigated next by looking at the indirect
effects. For that purpose the relevant constraints, costs, and benefits are regressed on
the socio-struclural characteristics. The results are described in table C9 of appendix
С
Women have less fellow members in their networks than men because they are
less often member of organizations in general (see also: Curtis, Grabb & Baer, 1992;
Tijhuis et.al. 1992), are less often active in political organizations, and have a larger
personal network. However, this is only part of the explanation. A rather substantial
direct effect remains. Men are apparently more inclined to establish personal
relationships with the fellow members they get in touch with than women.
As people get older they start replacing memberships of sports clubs with
memberships of other leisure and political organizations. This substitution apparently
also goes for the relationships with fellow members, because no differences between
age categories were found at the univariate level. The effects of age on the overall
number of association memberships and on the network size are too small to produce
such an effect.
Although the married have larger networks than the never married, the resulting
smaller number of fellow members in them is not significant according to table 6.3.
The divorced and widowed are less often an active member of political organizations.
For the divorced the effect is not strong enough to result in a significantly smaller
number of fellow members in the network. For the widowed the effect is counteracted
by a rather strong direct positive effect. Apparently, the widowed 'make more' out
of their organization memberships.
Non-manual workers have more personal relationships with fellow members than
manual workers, because they are member of more voluntary organizations and
because of a direct effect that is difficult to interpret. The larger personal network of
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people in the service class only slightly lessens the difference with manual workers.
The social class differences in political organization membership are not reflected in
significant differences in fellow member subnetwork size.
People with only elementary school training have less fellow members in their
networks than higher educated people mainly because they are member of less
voluntary organizations (see also: Curtis, Grabb & Baer, 1992; Tijhuis et.al., 1992).
Furthermore, in comparison to several education level categories, they are less often
an active member of sports clubs, other leisure organizations, and political organizations. Furthermore, even if people with only elementary school training would be a
member of the same number of organizations, they still would include less fellow
members in their personal networks than people with higher training, according to the
direct effect in table 7.9. When they become a member, they seem little interested in
personal contacts with fellow members.
People living in large towns are member of less voluntary organizations (see
also: Curtis, Grabb & Baer, 1992; Tijhuis et.al., 1992) and are less often active
member of a political organization than people in rural areas. However, this negative
effect is counteracted by their smaller network sizes. For the two middle urbanization
categories, the differences in constraints, costs, and benefits also do not lead to
significantly smaller or larger fellow member subnetworks.

7.10 Acquaintances
As in the previous sections, the socio-structural differences in the number of
acquaintances in the network, found in chapter 6, will first be shortly reviewed.
Women have more acquaintances in their networks than men. This also goes for the
divorced and widowed compared to the married and never married. People in their
forties have more acquaintances in their networks than those in the youngest age
category. With respect to social class, education and degree of urbanization no
differences were found.
Since acquaintances can be acquired from a variety of social contexts, no
external constraints indicating availability are at work. The costs and benefits in
developing and maintaining personal relationships with acquaintances are formulated
in the hypotheses below.
4j
5j
6g

The larger the personal network (acquaintances excluded), the less acquaintances
are included in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more acquaintances they
include in their personal networks
The more importance people attach to social contacts, the more acquaintances
they include in their personal networks

Whether these hypotheses can or cannot be accepted will be learned from the
parameter estimates and test statistics in table 7.10 (the selection of the final model

128

Table 7.10
Parameter estimates of the final Poisson regression model explaining the number of acquaint
ances In the network (N=765)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
personal network size (excl. acquaintances)
importance attached to social contacts '
medium or high
missing
age"
40-49 years
marital status '
widowed

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

-.476
-.100

•4ЛІ

.713
.586

2.78
2.28

.412

3.09

1.106

4.74

sign.

* ρ < .05 ** ρ < .01 *** ρ < .001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one-tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1.397
a the reference category for 'importance attached to social contacts' is 'low'
b the reference category for 'age' is '20-39 or 50-72 years'
с the reference category for 'marital status' is 'never married, married or divorced'

is explained in appendix B4 table B4.10).
With every extra other person in the network, the number of acquaintances in
it decreases with ten percent, thus hypothesis 4j can be accepted. The more personal
relationships one already has, the less benefits will be derived from additional
relationships with acquaintances. Since acquaintances are not part of any structural
context, they seem a sort of rest category. People include them in their network when
they are a bit short of relatives, neighbours, colleagues, and fellow members. Hypo
thesis 6g is also accepted, people who think that social contacts are important or very
important have more acquaintances in their networks than people who think them
unimportant. The orientation to self-disclosure again has no significant effect, which
means hypothesis 5j cannot be accepted.
Controlling for costs and benefits makes the gender effect disappear, but the age
and marital status effect remain significant. To find out whether personal network size
or importance attached to social contacts or both are responsible for (part of) the
gender, age, and marital status differences, they are regressed on the socio-structural
characteristics. The results are reported in table C10 of appendix С For the
importance attached to social contacts the null model proved most satisfactory, which
means that all social categories distinguished here have the same attitude towards
social contacts. Therefore, it cannot function as an intermediary variable between
these background characteristics on the one hand, and the number of acquaintances
in the network on the other.
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Although the gender effect disappears in the multivariate analysis, gender has no
effect on the size of the personal network when acquaintances are excluded. What is
more, there also appears to be no direct effect of gender. Therefore, no satisfactory
explanation can be given for the gender difference in the number of personal
relationships with acquaintances.
The larger acquaintance subnetworks of people in their forties is due to a direct
effect. The smaller networks (acquaintances excluded) of people over sixty produce
a somewhat larger number of acquaintances in them, which appears to be not
significant (table 6.2).
The widowed include more acquaintances in their networks than the never
married, but not because they have a smaller number of others in them. It is due to
a direct effect, for which other explanations have to be sought. With respect to the
divorced, neither a direct nor ал indirect effect was found. The larger number of
acquaintances in their networks (table 6.3) might be the result of a combination of
insignificant effects working in the same direction. Finally, although the married have
somewhat larger networks than the never married, this is not reflected in a smaller
number of acquaintances in them.
People in the service class have larger networks than unskilled manual workers.
The network size also increases with the level of education, and is smaller for
urbanités than for people living in rural areas. These effects appear to be not strong
enough to produce significant differences in the number of acquaintances in the
personal network.

7.11 Friends
First let it be reminded that the network members in this section are classified only
as friends, and not also as something else. Fischer calls them 'just friends' (1982a:
p. 41). In chapter 6, it is shown the number of friends in the network decreases with
age, while the married have less than the never married. Socio-economic status proves
to have a substantial effect on the size of the 'just friend' subnetwork. Skilled and
unskilled manual workers have less friends in their networks than the other social
classes. Furthermore, the number of friends in the network increases substantially with
the level of education.
As with acquaintances, 'just friends' can be acquired from a variety of social
contexts, so it is hard to formulate real external constraints. As an indicator of
availability, the number of good friends a person claims to have is included in the
analysis. Now this does not look like a real constraint, because the number of good
friends you have is largely the result of your own efforts in establishing close
friendships. However, since friendships need considerable time to develop, a person
will generally have to make do with the ones you have when he is suddenly faced
with a need for help or support Like with the other kin category the availability
variable, the number of good friends a person claims to have, does not measure the
exact upper limit for the number of friends in the personal network. People who are
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classified as friends do not necessarily have to be considered as good friends. Therefore, a person who claims to have two good friends can in fact have five friends in
his personal network. This means that no binomial regression analysis can be performed and that Poisson regression is the most suitable method of analysis. The
possible effects of the costs and benefits involved in developing and maintaining
friendship relations are recounted in the hypotheses below.
2g

The farther away one's friends live, the less friends are included in the personal
network2'
The larger the personal network (friends excluded), the less friends are included
in it
The more people are oriented to self-disclosure, the more friends they include
in their personal networks
The more importance people attach to social contacts, the more friends they
include in their personal networks
The more people think that friend support is natural, the more friends they
include in their personal networks

4k
5k
6h
6q

Due to the log-link in the Poisson regression analysis, the relationship between the
number of good friends and the friend subnetwork size is exponential. This means
that the slope of the regression line will increase with the number of good friends.
Keeping in mind the principle of diminishing marginal returns, which has been proven
to hold with respect to children, siblings and in-laws, a decreasing slope seems more
plausible. This is brought about by log-transforming the independent variable, the
number of good friends a person claims to have. The scaled deviance is largely
reduced from 1649.3 to 1419.3, indicating that the principle of diminishing marginal
returns also seems to apply to the number of friends in the network. Figure 7.5 shows
the curves for both the original and the transformed variable. The difference in
subjective interpretation of 'friends' and 'good friends' can be seen in the plot. People
who say they have no good friends still have an average .20 friends in their networks.
At the other extreme, the respondent claiming to have fifty good friends includes none
in his network.30
The relationship, indicated by the transformed curve, is rather strong between
zero and five good friends. Beyond that point, an additional good friend hardly
increases the number of friends in the network. The more friends one can already turn
to for help and support, the less benefits are derived from additional friendship
relations. Whether the costs and benefits recounted above also have their hypothesized
effect can be learned from the parameter estimates and test statistics in table 7.11 (the

29

Since we do not have information on the travel distance to all friends, the travel distance
to the best friend is used here as a proxy.
30

It is possible that all his good friends are relatives, colleagues, neighbours or fellowmembers. In that case, they could still be in the network but not as 'just friends'.
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Figure 7.5 Friend subnetwork size by number of good friends
selection of the final model is explained in appendix B4 table B4.11).
The travel distance to the best friend has the expected effect on the number of
friends in the network. A person whose best friend lives at a travel distance of thirty
minutes or more has fifteen percent less friends in her network than a person whose
best friend lives closer by. The smaller number of friends in the missing category is
not surprising if one realizes that it also contains the respondents who claim to have
no good friends at all. That this size of this travel effect is not as large as the ones
with respect to, for instance, siblings and in-laws, may be due to the fact that
friendship relations are mainly characterized by emotional support which seems not
as vulnerable to travel distance as instrumental support (Felling, Fiselier & Van der
Poel, 1991).
With every extra person in the network, the number of friends in it is reduced
by some thirteen percent. This means hypothesis 4k can be accepted. Thus, when one
already has a lot of personal relationships with relatives, neighbours and colleagues
(who can also be considered as friends), one has no need or time for additional
relationships with 'just friends'.
Like the number of colleagues, the number of friends in the network also
depends on the orientation to self-disclosure. People who like to talk about their
personal problems, include more friends in their networks. Hypothesis 5k is, therefore,
accepted. It is likely that people who are inclined to talk about their personal
problems are especially likely to benefit from emotional support. Combining this
assumption with the finding that colleagues and friends are the main providers of
emotional support (Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991) makes the impact of
orientation to self-disclosure on just these two relationship categories comprehensible.
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Table 7.11
Parameter estimates of the final Poisson regression model explaining the number of friends In the
network (N=763)
explanatory variable
categories
constant
log (number of good friends)
travel distance to best friend *
30 minutes or more
missing
personal network size (excl. friends)
orientation to self-disclosure
social class b
small proprietors or service class
routine non-manual
missing

parameter
estimate

t
statistic

sign.

.712
.178

6.77

*•*

-.155
-.404
-.137
.031

-1.89
-2.33
-10.97
4.30

*
**
***
*••

.354
.170
.412

4.02
1.78
2.79

***
•*

* ρ < .05 ** ρ < .01 +++ ρ < .001 (the tests for costs/benefits are one -tailed)
scale parameter taken as 1.546
a the reference category for 'travel distance' IS 'within 30 minutes'
b the reference category for 'social class' is '(un)skilled manual'

The other two attitudes do not make a difference. Whether one thinks that one has to
be able to share all pleasures and pains with friends or not, and whether one considers
social contacts important or not, has no effect on the number of friends one includes
in the personal network. Hypotheses 6h and 6q cannot be accepted.
Almost all socio-structural differences disappear after controlling for constraints,
costs, and benefits. Which of these variables is mainly responsible for these differ
ences can be learned from the analyses reported in table С11 of appendix С
The number of friends in the personal network decreases with age, because the
travel distance to ones friends increases and the inclination to talk about personal
problems declines with age. Furthermore, people in their forties and those over sixty
claim to have somewhat less good friends than people in the other age categories.
The married include less friends in their personal networks than the never
married because they have more personal relationships with others, and despite the
fact that they have more good friends available. An additional explanation is that the
married, because they are generally older than the never married, are less inclined to
discuss their personal problems with others. The widowed are the oldest marital status
category, which makes them less oriented towards self-disclosure, which in turn
produces an average friend subnetwork which is almost twice as small as the one for
the never married. This difference, however, fails to reach significance because of the
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small category size (there are only 20 widowed in the sample).31
The larger number of friends in the networks of small proprietors, routine nonmanual workers and people in the service class, compared to manual workers, is not
attributable to any constraint, cost or benefit. Rather, it is due to a direct effect (table
7.11), for which additional explanations have to be sought
The number of friends in the personal network increases with the level of
education because both the number of good friends available and the inclination to
talk about personal problems increase with the level of education Both these
tendencies could well be the result of better developed social skills among the higher
educated (Keith, 1986) The positive correlation between education and the number
of friends in the network is tempered somewhat by the tendency for the higher
educated to live further away from their best friend, but it remains substantial.
The few small differences in number of good friends available and personal
network size between urbanités and people from rural areas cancel each other out or
are not strong enough to produce differences m the number of friends included in the
personal network

7.12 Summary
This chapter has provided an explanation the sizes of the various subnetworks or, in
other words, the personal network composition The general theory beforehand was
that people select their personal relationships from a pool of potential associates in
a rational way The pool of potential associates is determined by the structural
constraints that people are faced with and on which they can exert little or no
influence. With a number of these potential associates people choose to develop and
maintain a personal relationship, namely with those for which the expected costs are
lowest and the expected benefits are highest The other expectation was that the sociostructural differences found in chapter 6 would largely disappear after controlling for
these constraints and expected costs and benefits. In other words, the effects of the
background variables on personal network composition were thought to be, to a very
large extent, indirect effects.
The total pool of potential associates may be infinitely large, but once restricted to
specific role relationship categories it becomes a structural constraint for the
development of personal relationships with associates in that category For instance,
the number of children a person has is the upper limit for the number of children that
person can include in his network. Since the effect of the availability of associates on
the number of personal relationships with them is almost tautological, they are not
included as hypotheses to be tested, but as control variables. When the exact size of

31
The effect of marital status on orientation to self disclosure is not significant, because
age is controlled for
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the pool of potential associates is known, namely in the case of partners, parents,
children, siblings and in-laws, a binomial regression analysis can be performed with
this size as the binomial denominator. This implies that the chance of including a
potential associate in the personal network is being predicted, independent of the
number of potential associates available. With respect to other kin, information is
restricted to the number of available grandparents, grandchildren, aunts and uncles.
Since binomial regression is out of the question. Poisson regression is used with the
availability of the aforementioned other kin categories as a control variable. It appears
to have no effect whatsoever on the number of other kin in the personal network.
With respect to the nonkin categories the pool of potential associates is more
difficult to assess. In those cases, proxies like employment status, type and place of
dwelling, association memberships, and number of good friends are employed. In
general, they have their expected effect on the size of the relevant subnetworks with
one exception. People with the largest number of neighbours in the direct vicinity, i.e.
people living in flats or apartment buildings and in the town centre, actually include
less neighbours in their personal networks than people in less densely populated areas.
A possible explanation could be that the number of available neighbours is seldom
small enough to act as a constraint on developing personal relationships with them.
That people living in terraced or detached houses include more neighbours in their
personal networks than those in flats or apartment buildings could be due to more
contact opportunities, for instance when doing the garden or washing the car. The
same explanation could account for the larger neighbour subnetwork of people living
in suburbs or outside the built-up area, compared to people in the town centre.
The hypotheses formulated in section 3.5 and summarized in table 3.1, concerning the
impact of expected costs and benefits on the number of personal relationships in the
network, have been tested in this chapter. Whether these hypotheses can be accepted
(+) or not (-) is summarized in table 7.12.
HI: The smaller the contact opportunities, the higher the costs of developing and
maintaining personal relationships, which increases the chance that a relationship is not established or that it is ended
Hypothesis 1 can largely be accepted on the basis of the data at hand. The longer
hours people work, the more opportunities for contact with colleagues, the more
personal relationships with colleagues are developed and maintained. The positive
impact of opportunities for contact with fellow members on the development and
maintenance of personal relationships with them is confirmed for four of the nine
types of voluntary organizations. Only active memberships of leisure and political
organizations lead to more personal relationships with fellow members. This might
be a result of the kind of activities in these organizations or the type of people met
there (i.e. people with the same hobby or political affiliation). The last explanation
rests on the mating argument that people derive more benefits from relationships with
people who have similar interests and attitudes.
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TabeJ 7.12
Summary of the hypothesis testing In chapter 7
(+ hypothesis accepted; · hypothesis not accepted; 0 : no hypothesis specified)

costs/benefits

partner parent child

sib-

ln-

ling

law

other col- neigh- fell, acqkin league bour mem aint. fnend

hours worked weekly (la)
active memberships (lb)

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

+

0

0
0

+/-

0
0

0
0

travel distance (2a-g)

-

+

+

+

+

+

0

0

0

0

-

years mamed (3a)
years m current job (3b)
length of residence (3c)

0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

-

0
0
0

0

0
0

-

0
0

0

+

0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

personal network size (4a-k)
availability (41-n)

-

-

-

-

+

+

+

+

+

0

+

+

+
+

+

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

self-disclosure (Sa к)

-

-

-

-

-

-

+

-

-

-

+

trad family values (6a b)
localism (6c)
content with neighbourh (6d)
import, work contacts (6e)
import, social contacts (6f-h)
parent-child support art (6i-j)
kin support attitude (6k-o)
neighbour support attitude (6p)
fnend support attitude (6q)

-

0
0
0
0
0

+

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

-

+

-

0
0
0
0
0
0

0
0
0

+

0
0
0
0
0
0

0

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

-

+

a

-

0
0

0
0
0
0

0
0

+

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0
0
0
0

-

+

0
0
0
0

-

0

0

0
0
0
0

0
0
0
0

-

0
0
0

-

these hypotheses do not concern the positive effect of availability of associates on the number of them
in die network (which is inherent to the binomial regression used), but they predict that this positive
effect will grow weaker with the number of available associates

HI: The longer the travel distance, the higher the costs of developing and main
taining personal relationships, which increases the chance that a relationships
is not established or that it is ended
Of the costs specified in this research project, travel distance is no doubt the most
influential one. In other research, this also proves to be a very stable finding (Broese
van Groenou, 1991: p. 114; Marbach, 1991; Van Busschbach, 1992a). With the
exception of the partner, who is always in the network, travel distance has its
hypothesized negative effect on the inclusion in the network for all role relationship
categories for which some kind of information on travel distance is available. It is
rather surprising that even in such close relationships as between parents and children,
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travel distance has this effect. The further apart they live, the less likely they are to
be included in each others networks. The fact that the threshold for inclusion in the
network (monthly visits, minor practical help or emotional support) is rather low,
makes this finding even more intriguing. It means that travel distance is not just
important in the trivial cases of minor instrumental support where propinquity is
almost a prerequisite. It also plays a role in emotional support which can also be
given through the telephone. For siblings, in-laws and other kin, the effect of travel
distance is even stronger than for parents and children, despite the fact that a proxy
was used (travel distance to most contacted associate). The hypothesis that travel
distance induces costs which, in turn, increases the chance that the relationship
dissolves, grows less important, or is not established in the first place, can clearly be
accepted.
Waite and Harrison (1992), also found a strong relationship between travel
distance and social contact, but they did not find an effect of resources like time,
money and health on contact with kin. Therefore, they suggest that it might not be the
costs invoked by travel distance that inhibit social contact. Their alternative
explanation is that frequent contact with kin, or the need for it, inhibits people from
moving out of the direct area. This explanation, however, seems less likely because
the choice of the place of residence depends largely on other factors, like travel
distance to the place of work. Therefore, the rational choice explanation of the effect
of travel distance is preferred here. The absence of an effect of money on kin contact
might be due to the fact that, although rich people can more easily overcome the
burden of travel costs, they too make a cost-benefit analysis. When equally attractive
alternatives are available nearby, inducing less costs, they also will choose to keep
their money in their pockets.

H3: The shorter the period one has known a person, the higher the costs of developing or maintaining a personal relationship, which increases the chance that the
relationship is not established or that it is ended
Hypothesis 3 can only be partly accepted on the basis of the data at hand. The
number of neighbours in the personal network appears to increase with the length of
residence, but neither the number of years one is married or having a steady partner,
nor (he number of years in the same job have this kind of effect on personal
relationships with in-laws and colleagues respectively. These two last findings might
be due to inaccurate operationalization and measurement. With respect to the length
of time a person has worked in the same job, we only know whether this was for
more or less than one year and a half. It is possible that personal relationships with
colleagues are developed in the first year and a half. Similarly, when in-laws are
concerned, personal relationships with them might have been established in the years
prior to marriage. However, it could also be that longer duration of contact does not
necessarily lead to lower costs in developing and maintaining personal relationships,
which means that hypothesis cannot be accepted as being correct. Van Busschbach
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(1992a) also found that duration of the contact has no effect on the stability of the
personal relationship after a major life event.

H4: The larger the number of personal relationships, the lower the benefits derived
from additional personal relationships, which increases the chance that no new
relationships are established
This hypothesis is a sociological example of the economic principle of diminishing
marginal returns. The more personal relationships one already has, the less benefits
are derived from additional ones. Furthermore, the less time one has for other
activities, the larger the costs (or benefits forsaken) of spending time on additional
personal relationships instead of on these other activities. As predicted, the personal
network size has a negative effect on additional personal relationships with in-laws,
other kin and nonkin. However, the chance of including closer kin like parents,
children and siblings in the personal network is not affected by existing personal
relationships with others. So, one could say that in building a personal network, the
number of close kin in it is determined largely by availability and reachability, while
the number of in-laws, other kin and nonkin also depend on the personal relationships
one already has with others.32
Equivalent hypotheses have been formulated with respect to relationships within
a single role category (children, siblings, and in-laws). The chance of including, for
instance, a single child in the personal network is thought to decrease with the number
of children available. For all three role categories mentioned above, this hypothesis
can be accepted. To be sure, the number of children in the network does increase with
the number of children available, but at a decreasing rate.

H5: The more people are oriented towards self-disclosure, the more benefits they
derive from personal relationships, the more personal relationships they have
Hypothesis 5, concerning orientation to self-disclosure can be accepted for two of the
role relationships categories only, namely colleagues and friends. Since orientation to
self-disclosure is operationalized in terms of discussing ones personal problems, this
finding is easily understood because colleagues and friends are specialized in
providing this kind of emotional support (Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991).

32

To make sure that the effect of personal network size is not an artefact of restricting the
number of persons to be mentioned with each name-generating question to five, additional
analyses have been performed including only those respondents who, with respect to each item,
mention less than five persons. Six of the seven parameters prove to be significant at the 5
percent level. Furthermore, the parameters remain remarkably stable, so one may conclude that
these effects are not just simple methodological artefacts but theoretically meaningful findings.
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H6: The more importance people attach to relationships with persons from a
particular role category, the more benefits they derive from those relationships,
the more likely are those relationships developed and maintained
The importance attached to specific relationship types is operationalized by a number
of different indicators. The evidence found with respect to hypothesis 6 is equivocal.
People who hold traditional family values are not more likely to turn to their partner,
but are more likely to tum to their children for help and support than people who do
not find family life that important.
The importance attached to neighbours is indicated by both localism and
contentment with the neighbourhood. Although in this case the causality is less clear,
localist and content people were expected to derive more benefits from relationship
with neighbours. Only with respect to the contentment with the neighbourhood, the
hypothesis can be accepted. However, localists do not include more neighbours in
their personal networks than cosmopolites. A possible explanation is that localism is
defined on the larger locality level of the town one lives in, instead of on the smaller
neighbourhood level. An alternative hypothesis would be that, in general, localists
only have less personal relationships with people living at larger travel distances than
cosmopolites have.
People who attach much importance to work contacts do not tum to colleagues
for support more often than people who attach little importance to work contacts. The
number of colleagues in the network is mainly determined by availability
(employment status), contact opportunities (hours worked weekly) and importance
attached to relationships that are emotionally supportive. The importance attached to
social contacts in general does not affect the number of fellow members and friends
in the personal network, but it does have a positive influence on the number of
personal relationships with acquaintances. Maybe the generality of the importance
attached to social contacts is matched best by the most general relationship category
of acquaintances.
Thinking that parents and children should always be able to fall back on each
other for help does increase the probability of including parents in the network, but
has no such effect on the inclusion of children. Maybe the parent-child relation is
considered more as an obligation by the child than by the parent. Thinking that
relatives in general should always be ready to help each other increases the number
of siblings and other kin in the network. However, it does not have an effect on the
inclusion of parents, children and in-laws. It seems very well possible that, when
asked about relatives in general, people think more in terms of siblings and extended
kin than in terms of closer kin like parents, children and parents- and children-in-law.
Finally, neither the neighbour, nor the friend support attitude have their
hypothesized effect on the number of neighbours and friends in the personal network.
People who think that one cannot expect neighbours to give extensive, timeconsuming help do not have less neighbours in their network than people who think
one can. People who think one should be able to share all pleasures and pains with
one's friends do not have more of them in the network than people who disagree with
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that statement. Apparently, the norms people hold with respect to these relationships
are quite independent of their actual behaviour.
Apart from the effect that constraints, costs and benefits have on personal network
composition, another general expectation was that the sccio-structural differences,
found in chapter 6, would be mitigated or disappear when controlling for these
mediating variables. The main idea was that, to a large extent, socio-struclural
categories have different personal networks because they are faced with different
constraints and costs, and derive different benefits from specific personal
relationships. The controlled and uncontrolled socio-structural effects are summarized
in table 7.13 A significant positive effect is indicated by a '+' and a significant
negative effect by a '-'. Furthermore, to give an idea of the strength, '++' means that
the parameter is .50 or higher, which means that the number of personal relationships
for that category is at least 65 percent larger than for the reference category.
Similarly, '--' means the parameter is - 50 or lower, which means that the number of
personal relationships for that category is at least 40 percent smaller than for the
reference category.33
A first glance at table 7.13 learns that indeed a large number of socio-structural
differences disappear or dimmish when controlling for constraints, costs and benefits.
These differences are, therefore, wholly or partially explained by the variables
deduced from rational choice theory However, some differences still remain and
some new differences appear They will be discussed in the rest of this section
Gender
Women have more siblings and, after controlling, less in-laws in their networks than
men. This gives support to the commonly held idea that women are the keepers of kin
relations and that, as a result, the couple will have more contact with the wife's
family than with the husband's (Anspach & Rosenberg, 1972; Bahr, 1976) This also
means that men will be drawn into their wives' family more than women into their
husbands' (Young & Wdlmot, 1964). Women have less fellow members in their
networks than men, even after controlling for constraints, costs and benefits A
possible explanation is that men enter voluntary associations more for social reasons
than women. A suggestion for further research would be to improve the assessment
of the benefits derived from relationships with siblings, in-laws, and fellow members
in order to explain the remaining gender differences in personal network composition
The gender differences in number of colleagues and acquaintances are wholly

33

With respect to the controlled effects for the kin categories, binomial instead of Poisson
regressions were performed The parameters in those analyses have a different and more
difficult interpretation (see appendix B2) For instance, the size of the effect also depends on
the values of the other independent variables Nevertheless, we tried to assess the size of the
effect (++ or +, — or ) in such a way that the results of the different analyses are optimally
comparable
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explained by the rational choice variables. For colleagues the change is most apparent.
Women have less colleagues in their network because they more often work in the
household, and because if they have paid employment it is frequently part-time. This
means that men and women who work the same number of hours outside the
household have equal numbers of colleagues in their networks.
Life-cycle stage
The number of parents and siblings in the network decreases with age. This effect
remains, although less strong, if the smaller availability and reachability are taken into
consideration. People probably start to dissociate from their family of origin, once
they start having families of their own. Since partner and children are generally more
supportive than other network members, a more precise assessment of the benefits
already derived from the personal network (hypothesis 4a-k) could account for this
tendency. Although the age effect on the child subnetwork is largely reduced, people
in their fifties still have somewhat more children in their network than people in their
thirties. This cannot be due to the number of children available, because that
constraint is taken into consideration in the binomial regression analysis. A possible
explanation is that adult children have a larger probability of inclusion in the network
of their parents than teenagers, because they can provide more support, and thus more
benefits. Furthermore, older parents may be reluctant to ask their children for help if
they have families of their own. The age differences in the presence of a partner and
the number of in-laws, other kin, colleagues, and friends are explained by the rational
choice variables included in these analyses. Only the larger number of acquaintances
for people in their forties remains significant.
The married and widowed have, even after controlling, a smaller chance of
including siblings in their networks compared to similar never married and divorced
people. For the married this could be the same dissociation effect discussed above.
However, for the widowed this is less likely and the effect runs counter to the general
idea that people who loose their spouse look for substitution among siblings
(Rosenberg & Anspach, 1973; Goetting, 1986). The married, widowed and especially
the divorced are less likely to include other kin in their networks compared to the
never married. Finally, people who are widowed have more acquaintances and fellow
members in their network. They grow more important once other categories (e.g.
spouse, colleagues) are lost. Again, a better assessment of the benefits derived from
these relationship categories could explain this difference. The marital status differences in the partner, parent, child, in-law, colleague, and neighbour subnetwork are
be totally explained by rational choice variables like availability, reachability, and
support attitudes.
Socio-economic status
After controlling for rational choice variables, small proprietors and farmers are less
likely to include their parents and children in their networks compared to the people
in the other social classes. Furthermore, routine non-manual employees and people in
the service class have considerably more fellow members in their network. Finally,
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small proprietors and fanners, together with service class people have more friends
in their networks than the other classes. The significant differences do not seem to
form a clear pattern and a satisfying explanation is hard to find. The other, also quite
incidental differences, disappear when controlling for constraints, costs and benefits.
The large effects in the missing category indeed seem to be the result of the
overrepresentation of young people who have no steady partner and are still in school.
However, these respondents still have more fellow members and friends in their
networks than their counterparts who have already finished their education.
In general, higher educated people more often include their parents and children
in their networks than lower educated people. These findings run counter to what
some researchers lead us to believe, namely that kin contact is more prevalent in the
lower socio-economic strata (Adams, 1970). In addition, university graduates also
include more other kin in their networks than the lower educated, while people with
O/A levels include less. With respect to nonkin, higher educated people have more
colleagues, neighbours and fellow members in their networks than lower educated
ones. This is also true for friends, but the relationship is indirect, via the number of
good friends claimed to have. A possible explanation is that the higher educated are
more oriented towards nonkin contact or that they have more social skills needed for
developing such relationships (Keith, 1986). Again, it seems that improvement of the
explanation of these differences is likely to be sought in the benefits derived from
rather than in the costs involved in specific personal relationships.
Degree of urbanization
The effects of degree of urbanization, controlled as well as uncontrolled, look like
they are the result of a lottery. The urbanization categories do not even seem to form
an ordinal scale, at least not in relation to personal network composition. People in
urbanized rural areas and in large towns are more likely to include other kin in their
networks, while those living in small or medium-sized towns have less colleagues and
neighbours in their networks than people living elsewhere.

What can be concluded from these results with respect to rational choice theory? This
will be discussed in the final and concluding chapter, together with an indication of
the proportion of variance explained by the rational choice model. In this chapter,
furthermore, the classic controversies from chapter 2 will be reviewed again in the
light of these results. Finally, the study is evaluated and suggestions for further
research are given.
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CHAPTER 8

Evaluation and discussion

8.0 Introduction
After the meticulous and maybe sometimes tedious presentation of the results in the
preceding chapters, it is now time to put them in a broader perspective. Does rational
choice theory bring us any further in understanding the number and type of personal
relationships people can rely on for help and support or should it be discarded for this
purpose and left to the field of purely economic behaviour? To answer that question,
a critical appraisal of what is found is necessary and will be presented in section 8.1.
In chapter 2 three classical sociological issues, namely the isolated nuclear
family, the lost community and the selection of friends, have passed in review.
Although this research project was not designed to solve these issues, some remarks
will be made about them, which are loosely based on the partial evidence found for
rational choice behaviour in personal relationships. These remarks, given in section
8.2, are not yet hard conclusions but more like hypotheses that are made plausible by
the results from this study, and still need to be tested in further research.
Another aim of this study was to evaluate popular and scientific ideas about
socio-structural differences in personal network size and composition. Many of these
differences seem to have an 'open door' character. These plausible explanations are
always given but hardly ever tested. Maybe the explanation that comes to everyone's
mind does not, like so often in sociological research, tell the whole story. Maybe part
of the difference is explained by other factors, or is left unexplained. To find this out,
the effort of forcing doors has to be made, even if they already seem wide open. The
need for and purpose of such a strategy is illustrated in section 8.3.
Finally, in section 8.4, the crucial decisions that were made in the process of
conducting the research and analyzing the data will be evaluated and, following that,
some suggestions for further research are given.

8.1 Are personal networks built on the basis of rational choice?
According to rational choice theory, people are free to choose their course of action
within the limits of the opportunities and constraints they are faced with. The actual
choices are then made on the basis of a cost-benefit analysis of the available options.
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Applying this to the subject of the study, one can say that in building a personal
network, people are constrained by their pool of available associates. For instance, the
number of siblings in the personal network is restricted by the number of brothers and
sisters a person has. These constraints are, to a large extent, external and cannot easily
be altered. The pool of available parents, siblings and other kin are beyond one's
control. Although one can insert some influence on the availability of children, inlaws, colleagues and neighbours, few will disagree that people seldom marry and
divorce, move to another town, or change jobs just for the sake of altering the pool
of potential associates. Finally, the availability of a partner, acquaintances, fellow
members of organizations and friends can be most easily influenced. One can become
a member of as many sports clubs, song and dance clubs, political parties, and
voluntary organizations as one likes, while the number of potential acquaintances and
friends is infinite. However, since it takes time to develop such relationships, in the
short run one will have to make do with the partner, acquaintances, friends, and
fellow members one already has. Although in these cases the availability can actively
be altered, it does act as a constraint at that particular moment.
As was expected, a larger pool of candidates leads, all else being equal, to a
larger number of personal relationships. This is especially clear with respect to family
relations that are limited in supply. The number of parents, children, siblings and inlaws one turns to for help and support is determined largely by the availability of
persons in each of these categories. However, other kin are so widespread and the
reliance on them for support so little that the availability does not act as a constraint
here. With respect to the nonkin categories, employment status, organization
memberships and the number of close friends arc indicators of availability and have
their expected effect on the number of personal relationships with colleagues, fellow
members and friends respectively.
The one exception concerning the impact of availability was found with respect
to neighbours. People living in flats or apartment buildings and people in the town
centre have more neighbours available in the immediate vicinity, but they have less,
rather than more, personal relationships with neighbours than people living in terraced
or detached houses and people in the suburbs or outside the built-up area. Probably,
everybody has sufficient neighbours available to satisfy the need for personal
relationships with them. However, this does not explain the difference. For that we
have to turn to the second part of rational choice theory, which says that the expected
costs and benefits determine with which potential associates a personal relationship
is developed and maintained.
In chapter 3, it was hypothesized that more contact opportunities, smaller travel
distance and longer duration of the contact all imply lower costs of developing and
maintaining a personal relationship. Furthermore, the importance attached to personal
relationships in general, and with specific categories is thought to lead to higher
benefits from those relationships. Finally, the principle of diminishing marginal
returns is hypothesized to be at work. This means that the more personal relationships
one already has, the less benefits will be derived from additional ones, and the more
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likely one will spend his time on other, more rewarding activities.
From these six basic hypotheses 62 corollaries have been deduced. Almost half
of them (30) can be accepted, the corresponding parameters are significant and have
the predicted sign. Should the general idea that rational choice considerations
determine the size and composition of personal networks be discarded, because of the
fact that also half of the corollaries are refuted? Certainly not. When the rational
choice theory does not work here at all, i.e. when the null hypotheses are correct, one
can expect only 5 percent of the parameters to be significant and in the right direction.1 A percentage of nearly SO is well above this, and tells us that, in building
personal networks people make rational decisions based on cost-benefit analyses just
as well as in buying a house or a particular brand of tooth paste. This general conclusion is further enhanced by the fact that of the non-significant parameters, two
thirds were in the predicted direction, some of them bordering on significance.
Another question is whether we need rational choice theory to arrive at the
hypotheses that were tested in this study. Some people will suggest that other theories
or mere common sense can lead to the same predictions. What then, is the surplus
value of rational choice theory? No doubt, some of the hypotheses can be derived
from other theories, for instance from a theory on socialization and norms. However,
it will be very difficult to make predictions about the impact of travel distance and
contact opportunities from such a theory. In other words, the surplus value of rational
choice theory is its ability to incorporate such different factors as travel distance and
value orientations into a single explanatory scheme. It remains to be seen whether
there is any other single, comparatively broad, theory that can explain as much of
personal network size and composition as the rational choice theory does. The
objection that our hypotheses can just as easily be derived from common sense only
confirms the pervasiveness of rational decision making. Since 'common sense' is not
a theory, one has to find the underlying reason why the predictions seem so logical.
The rational choice concepts of constraints, costs and benefits provide that reason.
After the general conclusion that in building personal networks people behave in a
rational manner, now the strength of the explanation will be addressed. In order to do
so, it must be determined how much of the variance is explained by the constraints,
costs and benefits investigated. Since the scaled deviance in the generalized linear
models used is only a measure of relative fit, it is impossible to assess directly the
proportion of variance explained. To get an indication of the predictive strength of the
theory, the actual size of the subnetworks is regressed in an 'ordinary least squares
manner' on the predictions derived from our final binomial and Poisson regression
models. Since the remaining socio-structural characteristics in these final models do
not contribute to the rational choice explanation, the variance explained by the limited
models (only constraints, costs and benefits) was also assessed. Finally, to distinguish
between the impact of constraints on the one hand, and costs and benefits on the

1
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All the significance tests are one-tailed with a .05 significance level.

other, the same was done for the models containing only constraints. The proportion
of variance explained by the various models is depicted in table 8.1.
Rational choice theory can explain a very large proportion of the variance in the
number of partners, parents and children in the personal network. With respect to
siblings, in-laws, other kin and friends almost a quarter of the variance is explained,
which is quite considerable. With respect to colleagues, neighbours and fellow
members, only ten percent of the variance can be attributed to the constraints, costs
and benefits measured. Finally, the number of acquaintances is most difficult to
explain from the opcrationalization of rational choice theory employed here, namely
a meagre three percent.

Table 8.1
Proportion of variance In subnetwork size explained by rational choice models of behaviour

model

partner parent

child sibling in-law

other col- neigh- fellow acquaintkin league bour member ance fnend

full model*

991

659

.889

334

224

255

185

109

173

060

319

b

991

611

872

246

214

201

122

091

082

028

298

991

550

830

063

097

-

097

048

024

-

.119

r e model

constraint model '
a

These are the models depicted in tables 6 1 through 6 11, including the constraints, costs, benefits,
and socio-slructural characteristics that have a significant impact
b These are the rational choice models, containing constraints, costs and benefits
с These are the models containing only the constraints.

The constraint model, which only includes the availability variable, explains more
than half of the variance of the size of the partner, parent, and child subnetwork.
Costs and benefits also contribute substantially to the variance explained (difference
between second and third row), especially with respect to siblings, in-laws, other kin
and friends. The one exception in this respect is the partner, whose presence is
already totally explained by his or her availability.
The next step in the critical appraisal of the results is more qualitative than
quantitative, namely inspecting which hypotheses have been accepted and which not.
Maybe aspects of the theory can be found that need to be revised or supplemented.
The hypotheses that are most clearly and generally accepted are those concerning
travel distance, contact opportunities and the principle of diminishing marginal
returns. Longer travel distance, by inducing extra costs, inhibits the development and
maintenance of a personal relationship, i.e. the inclusion in the personal network.
More opportunities for contact, on the other hand, reduce the costs of developing and
maintaining personal relationships and, therefore, increase the chance of inclusion in
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the personal network.2 Finally, the principle of diminishing marginal returns also
seems to work when personal relationships instead of lifeless commodities are
concerned. The more personal relationships one has, the less benefits will be derived
from additional ones. Therefore, at some point, no new personal relationships will be
formed, or even existing ones will be broken down, because it is more rewarding to
spend the remaining time and energy on other activities. It is surprising and probably
not coincidental that these, clearly accepted hypotheses are also the ones most
adequately operationalized and measured. The fact that these data are relatively 'hard'
gives us extra confidence in the rational choice ideas behind them.
The hypothesis concerning the importance attached to personal relationships in
general is only partly accepted: the orientation to self-disclosure only has a significant
positive effect on the number of colleagues and friends in the personal network. With
respect to two thirds of the remaining relationship categories, at least the sign is as
predicted. Considering the operationalization of orientation to self-disclosure in terms
of the inclination to discuss personal problems with others, it is likely that it is not
an indicator of the importance attached to personal relations in general, but rather of
the importance attached to emotionally supportive relationships. Therefore, it only
affects relationship categories that contain a relatively large proportion of providers
of emotional support.
Some corollaries concerning the importance attached to specific relationship
categories are accepted, most of them are not. Traditional family values, measured
by the importance attached to family life, have no effect on the inclusion of the
partner in the personal network, but does have the hypothesized effect on the
inclusion of children. Localism, or having a predominant orientation toward ones own
locality, does not affect the development and maintenance of personal relationships
with neighbours. However, contentment with the neighbourhood does have a positive
effect on the number of neighbours in the network. Furthermore, importance attached
to work contacts does not increase the number of colleagues in the personal network,
and importance attached to social contacts in general only has a positive effect on the
development of personal relationships with acquaintances, not with fellow members
and friends. A positive parent-child support attitude does increase the chance of
including a parent in the personal network, but not the chance of including a child.
A negative kin support attitude decreases the number of siblings and other kin in the
network, but has no such effect on the number of parents, children and in-laws in it.
Finally, neighbour and friend support attitudes both fail to have an effect on the

2
With respect to relations with fellow-members it seems that contact opportunities are not
sufficient. Since only the active membership of leisure organisations (sports clubs, song and
dance clubs) and political organisations leads to personal relationships with fellow-members,
it is induced that benefits derived from those relationships are a kind of prerequisite. It is
possible that, because these fellow-members share at least a hobby or political preference,
relationships with them are more rewarding than with fellow-members of, for instance,
voluntary or neighbourhood organisations.
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development and maintenance of personal relationships with neighbours and friends
respectively.
A possible explanation for these relatively poor results is that the operationalizations are too general because they have not been designed with these hypotheses in
mind, for instance localism as an indicator of the importance attached to neighbour
relations. In future research special attention should be paid to a more adequate and
precise measurement of the benefits derived from specific relationship categories.
Another explanation is that these benefits simply do not vary that much. According
to the analyses, this would be particularly true for relationships with children
(generally high benefits) and neighbours (generally low benefits).
The hypothesis that most clearly cannot be accepted is the one concerning the
duration of the contact. The number of years one is married, or has a steady partner,
has a negative - instead of positive - effect on the number of in-laws in the personal
network. Furthermore, the number of years in the same job has no effect on the
number of colleagues in the network. Finally, people who have moved to their
neighbourhood in the last year do have less neighbours in their networks than people
who have lived there longer, but the relationship is not linear. People who have lived
in the same neighbourhood for over twenty years have less neighbours in their
networks than those who have lived there between one and twenty years. Apparently,
longer duration of contact does not necessarily lead to lower costs in developing or
maintaining a personal relationship. The underlying assumption that it is easier to ask
someone for help or support that one has known a long time than someone one has
just met, might be wrong when mutual help or support have hitherto not been part of
the relationship or were unsatisfactory.
Despite a number of flaws, the conclusion should be that the results are very
promising with respect to the usefulness of applying rational choice theory to the field
of personal relationships. Further efforts in this direction are necessary and will help
explain that part of the social structure that is made up of personal relationships.

8.2 New ideas about old controversies?
Section 2.1 discusses the old controversy about whether the nuclear family has
become structurally isolated from the larger kinship group (Parsons, 1949; 1965), or
the extended kin are still major providers of help and support (Litwak, 1960; Adams,
1970). Both camps will agree that during the twentieth century households have been
increasingly confined to nuclear family members (see section 2.1.3) and that related
nuclear families have become more geographically dispersed and economically independent Thus, with respect to place of residence and means of subsistence, the nuclear
family unit has become more isolated from the larger kinship group since the
industrialization. However, does this relative isolation also result in a decline in
mutual help and support between related nuclear families? Litwak and associates
claim that this is not the case, while Parsons does not really say much about this,
since his focus is on structural isolation in terms of residential and economic units.
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The data from this research project show that partners, parents, children, siblings and
in-laws provide substantial help and support, while the role of the more extended kin
like aunts, uncles and cousins is negligible (Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991).
However, even for relations with close kin the support provided sharply declines with
the travel distance. Therefore, assuming that industrialization has brought greater
mobility and geographical dispersion of related nuclear families, it follows that in
modern society less support is provided by relatives outside the nuclear family than
in traditional agricultural society where the larger kinship group was an economic unit
living in the same locality. Thus, the nuclear family has become more isolated, both
structurally and in terms of mutual help and support, from the larger kinship group.
As was mentioned in section 2.2, decline of community theorists believe that primary
relationships have become impersonal, transitory and segmental in modem society
because they are no longer part of a densely knit community. In their view especially
the large city is a place where people are living self-centred lives and do not care
about their fellow citizens. Opponents of this community lost thesis do not deny that
communities have become less densely knit, but they do challenge the assumption that
personal relations cannot exist outside the traditional locality-based community. They
claim that the community is not lost but liberated from its geographical boundaries.
Although the controversy seems to have been silenced in the beginning of the eighties
in favour of the liberated argument, the general feeling that something has been lost
is still vivid, judging by the recent discussion of the individualization process and its
negative consequences (Van der Poel, 1993b).
The data clearly show that there are no remarkable differences between people
living in large towns and those living in more rural areas with respect to the number
and types of persons they turn to for help and support. Furthermore, the actual support
received also does not vary with the degree of urbanization (Felling, Fiselier & Van
der Poel, 1991). It is possible, however, that there is no difference because the rural
areas have also changed, resulting in the absence of tightly knit local communities in
both the city and the country. In other words, maybe even the communities in the
rural areas have declined. Our data show that personal relationships are indeed no
longer confined to the local community. Modem communication and transportation
techniques have broken down the barriers raised by geography. Although travel
distance still means extra costs in maintaining the relationship, the costs are no longer
insurmountable.
Summarizing, one could say that the 'community liberated' adherents are
justified to claim that personal relationships involving mutual support and concern can
exist outside the confinement of a tightly knit local community. However, it is
questionable whether a sparsely knit, spatially dispersed network of personal
relationships can still be considered a community. If one were to apply that concept
here, it would mean that everyone has his own personal community or, in the words
of Van Hessen (1986), his own private village. We prefer to call them personal
networks and, following Elias (1974), reserve the term 'community' for a group of
households in the same locality that are more dependent on each other than on extra-
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locality households. Since nowadays people, to a considerable extent, seek their help
and support outside the immediate locality, one could say that the community defined
this way is indeed lost.
In section 2.3 the mating-meeting controversy in the selection of friends was discussed
and put into the perspective of rational choice theory. According to the mating
argument the benefit side is decisive in friendship formation. Therefore, the
homogeneity found in these relationships is thought to result from the higher benefits
derived from people in similar structural positions having similar attitudes and
interests. According to the meeting argument, however, the constraints and costs
imposed by the social structure are just as, or maybe even more important in
determining which friendship relations are formed and which are not. Since most
relationships originate in specific social contexts like family, workplace and
neighbourhood, the pool of potential friends is largely determined by the people one
meet there. The homogeneity found in friendship relations could, therefore, be largely
due to the homogeneity of these social contexts. Neighbourhoods are generally
relatively homogeneous with respect to socio-economic status and often life-cycle
stage (e.g. new housing estates). With respect to socio-economic status the same goes,
to a lesser extent, for family and workplace.
It is not possible to solve the mating-meeting controversy with the help of the
data at hand. As mentioned earlier, this would take longitudinal data from an experimental setting in which the meeting-aspect can be manipulated and the similarity of
attitudes and interests is known beforehand. Future research into this area would
benefit very much from such experimental data. What the data do indicate is that
constraints, costs as well as benefits help explain the size and composition of the
personal network. The relative importance of these meeting aspects compared to
mating aspects is a question that remains to be answered.

S3

Forcing open doors?

Many socio-structural differences in personal network size and composition seem to
be easily explainable. No one will be surprised that the number of parents in the
persona] network decreases with age, or that the number of children in the networks
of the never married is smaller than in those of the married or formerly married.
Everyone can see that the chance of having still living parents gets smaller as one
grows older, and that never married persons are less likely to have children they can
turn to for help or support than married and formerly married people. However
obvious these explanations may seem, it is still necessary to check them empirically,
to see whether all of the differences are explained by availability. Other factors, like
the costs and benefits involved in personal relationships, may also contribute to the
explanation.
To get a first idea of the extent to which the initial socio-structural differences
can be reduced to differences in constraints, costs and benefits, table 8.2 is
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constructed. In the first row the variance explained by the six socio-structural
characteristics (gender, age, marital status, social class, education level, and degree
of urbanization) together is presented. The second row reads the variance explained
by the same characteristics, after controlling for constraints, costs and benefits.

Table 8.2
Proportion of variance In subnetwork size explained by sodo-structural characteristics
(uncontrolled and controlled for constraints, costs and benefits)

model

partner parent child sibling in law

other col- neigh- fellow acquaint
kin league bour member ance friend

uncontrolled

581

420

558

088

135

076

170

048

082

049

071

controlled

000

048

017

088

010

054

063

018

091

032

021

For most subnetworks the largest part of the variance that was originally 'explained'
by socio-stnjclural characteristics appears to be attributable to the mediating rational
choice concepts. This is especially the case for the number of partners, parents and
children in the personal network. With respect to siblings, other kin, fellow members
and acquaintances, the amount of variance accounted for by the socio-structural
characteristics does not drop spectacular after controlling for constraints, costs and
benefits. Thus, on the one hand a large part of the initial socio-structural differences
can be explained in terms of rational choice variables, while on the other hand some
differences remain for which other explanations must be sought.
In the remainder of this section, examples will be given of the rational choice
explanation of socio-stmctural differences m personal network size and composition,
as described at length in chapter 7. These examples will show that in some cases the
popular and scientific ideas are confirmed, whereas in others they have to be
supplemented or even totally rejected.
Gender
Contrary to popular belief, the personal networks of women do not contain a larger
proportion of kin than the networks of men. However, women do seem to be more
oriented towards their own kin than men, since they include more siblings in their
networks. Men, on the contrary, are more drawn mio the families of their wives than
vice versa, which can be seen from the larger number of in-laws in their personal
networks. Thus, the idea that women are more oriented towards fan than men has to
be further specified.
Specification of the accompanying idea that men are more oriented towards nonkin contacts than women is also necessary. Men do have more colleagues and fellow
members in their networks than women, but women have more acquaintances in them.
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Furthermore, the larger number of colleagues in the networks of men is only partly
due to their being employed outside the household more often than women. Even if
equal numbers of men and women had jobs, men still would include more colleagues
in their networks. The explanation for the remaining difference is that men tend to
work longer hours than women and, therefore, have more opportunities for contact
with colleagues, lowering the costs of developing and maintaining personal
relationships with them. Similarly, the larger number of fellow members in the
networks of men compared to those of women can be largely attributed to differences
in availability of fellow members and contact opportunities. Nevertheless, after taking
these factors into account, men still include more fellow members in their networks
than women.
Age
It is often suggested that as people grow old, they withdraw from public life and
become more oriented towards kin and neighbours. Our data suggest that the relative
importance of kin in the personal network does indeed strongly increase after the age
of fifty, which is mainly due to a decline in the number of personal relationships with
nonkin. Now what causes this withdrawal from public life?
One important aspect of this is the diminishing contact with (ex-)colleagues due
to retirement. Second, the number of friends people rely on for support decreases with
age, not because older people have less friends but because their friends live further
away. Furthermore, older people are less inclined to discuss their personal problems
with others, which is something young people do especially with their friends and
colleagues (Felling, Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991). Finally, contrary to popular
belief, relationships with neighbours do not grow more important when people grow
old. On the contrary, the number of neighbours in the personal networks of people
over sixty is actually smaller than in the networks of people in their forties, where
neighbourhood involvement reaches its peak. However, these age differences disappear after controlling for length of residence, type of dwelling and contentment with
the neighbourhood.
The assertion that relatives become more important when people grow old is
only true in a relative sense. The absolute number of kin in the personal network
hardly changes with age. There are, however, large shifts in the kind of relatives one
turns to for help. The number of children in the personal network increases with age
at the expense of the parents and siblings in it. The simplest explanation is, of course,
that the availability of these categories varies with age. However, controlling for
availability still leaves part of the difference unexplained. Different costs and benefits,
for instance the fact that older people tend to live further away from their parents and
siblings, also help to explain some of the difference, but not all of it. Older people
still include less parents and siblings, and more children in their personal networks.
Possibly, attention and involvement generally shifts from the family of orientation to
the family of procreation. Another explanation would be that young children as well
as old parents are less able to provide the adequate help or support needed. Yet
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another possible explanation is one in terms of a cohort effect. It may be that people
bom after World War Two are more likely to include parents and siblings in their
networks. This would mean that people bom before the Second World War always
have been less oriented to their family of orientation, which seems not very plausible.
In any case, the suggestion in the literature that in the empty nest phase contacts with
siblings become more important again is not reflected in the appeal older people make
on their siblings for help and support.
Marital status
Like many people think, kin play a larger part in the personal networks of the married
than in those of the unmarried. There are, however, also large differences between the
different unmarried categories. The never married mainly turn to parents and siblings,
the divorced to their children, and the widowed to their children and in-laws. With
respect to partner, children, and in-laws, the marital status differences are entirely due
to differences in availability. Apparently, widowed people still consider their late
partner's kin as in-laws and divorced people do not or less so with respect to their expartner's relatives. Where parents are concerned, an additional explanation is needed
for the higher appeal the never married make on their parents for support. The fact
that the never married more often live with their parents and, thus, have no travel
costs provides this additional explanation. Taking availability and other factors into
account, married and widowed people still are less likely to turn to their siblings for
support than the never married. For the widowed this is surprising, since one would
expect siblings to serve somehow as support substitutes for the lost partner.
Married people more often turn to neighbours for help and support than never
married and widowed people, not because they think neighbours are more important,
but because they have lived in the neighbourhood for a longer time, are more likely
to live in terraced or detached houses instead of apartment buildings and flats, and are
also more likely to live outside the town centre. Friends and acquaintances are clearly
less prevalent in the networks of the married than in those of the unmarried, where
the never married mainly mention more friends and the formerly married more
acquaintances. The main explanation for this is that, as we have seen above, the
married more often turn to relatives and neighbours for help, making such a demand
on friends and acquaintances less necessary.
Social class
According to popular belief and a number of scientific studies, manual workers are
more oriented towards kin relationships than non-manual workers. Where the number
of kin one turns to for help is concerned, this is certainly not the case. Even at the
relationship category level, people from different social classes mention the same
number of kin they turn to for help and support. However, manual workers turn to
less nonkin for support compared to non-manual workers. Therefore, it is true that the
relative importance of kin is larger for manual workers.
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Non-manual workers more often turn to fellow members and friends for support than
manual workers. The first difference is partly explained by the larger number of
organizations non-manual workers are a member of. However, after controlling for
the availability and costs and benefits, significant social class differences in the
number of fellow members and friends in the personal network remain. Furthermore,
people in the service class include more colleagues in their networks than the other
social classes, simply because they are more likely to have a job.
Level of education
The size of the personal network increases rather strongly with the level of education,
which is entirely accountable to the nonkin relationships in it. The general idea in
some of the literature and in popular belief that kin relations play a larger part in the
lives of lower educated people than in the lives of higher educated is only true in a
relative sense. The number of kin one turns to for help and support is invariable for
level of education, but the proportion of kin in the networks of the lower educated is
much higher than in those of the higher educated. This difference between the lower
and higher educated parallels the difference between manual and non-manual workers
just discussed. Although both social class and level of education are indicators of
socio-economic status, they are not interchangeable.
In general, higher educated people more often turn to their parents for help than
lower educated people. This is largely so because their parents are more likely to be
still living (higher educated people tend to be younger than lower educated ones).
However, even if we take availability, costs and benefits into account, the difference
remains. The number of children in the personal network decreases with the level of
education. However, when we take into account that higher educated people have less
children who are also less likely to be living in the same household, they are actually
more inclined to turn to their children for help and support than the lower educated.
Thus, despite what many people think, the parent-child relationships of the higher
educated are more - rather than less - characterized by mutual support than those of
the lower educated.
The higher nonkin involvement of the higher educated appears in every
relationship category except acquaintances. They more often tum to friends for help
because they have more close friends available and because they are more inclined
to discuss their personal problems. The larger number of colleagues in the networks
of the higher educated are partly due to their being employed more often and their
higher orientation to self-disclosure. However, even after controlling for these factors,
a positive effect of level of education remains. This also goes for the number of
fellow members in the network after controlling for memberships of several kinds of
organizations. It has been suggested that a lack of social skills inhibits lower educated
in their nonkin relationships. They even appear to turn to their neighbours less often
for help, which many would not have expected. This might be the result of the fact
that the lower educated live nearer to their relatives, which reduces the need to tum
to neighbours for minor short-term tasks or in case of emergencies.
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Degree of urbanization
The results with respect to the effect of degree of urbanization on the size and
composition of the personal network do not produce a clear pattern. The popular idea
that urbanités' networks consist mainly of nonkin and that the networks of people in
rural areas are dominated by kin relationships is receives only little confirmation.
People living in large towns do indeed have the smallest proportion of kin in their
networks, but the largest proportion is not found in rural areas but in small and
medium-sized towns. The absolute number of kin in the personal network does
decrease in a linear way with the degree of urbanization, but the absolute number of
nonkin in the networks of people from small and middle sized towns is smaller than
in the networks of both urbanités and people in more rural areas.
Urbanités have less in-laws in their network because they are more likely to be
never married. After controlling for costs and benefits, people living in large towns
or urbanized rural areas, for some reason, include more other kin in their personal
networks than people living in genuine rural areas.
People living in small or medium sized towns less often turn to colleagues for
support than people in rural areas. This is only partly explained by the fact that they
work shorter hours. After controlling for this and other factors concerning availability,
costs and benefits, the difference remains. Maybe the kind of job or the travel
distance from home to work can provide a further explanation.
Contrary to popular belief and to what the adherents of the community lost
thesis claim, the appeal to neighbours for support does not vary with the degree of
urbanization. However, when controlling for type and location of dwelling, people in
small or medium-sized towns tum less often to their neighbours for help than people
in both more and less urbanized areas.

8.4 Evaluation and suggestions for further research
After discussing the results, this section deals with an evaluation of the way in which
they were found. As a result of that evaluation, some suggestions for further research
will be forwarded.
The general purpose of this book was to explain why different people have
different personal networks. By definition, a personal network consists of personal
relationships, which means that pure business contacts are excluded. Following
Burgess (1981), it was decided that personal relationships are most clearly discriminated from other relationships by the diverse interactions across several behavioural
and situational domains, and the substantial influence on each other's lives. The
network delineation instrument Fischer (1982a) based on exchange-theoretical principles nicely reflects these criteria. This instrument was taken as a starting point and
then improved. First, the questions that had no direct bearing on specific meaningful
interactions were eliminated. Second, all questions were asked in a hypothetical form
to ensure that people with different recent needs for support also had equal
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opportunity to mention persons they can rely on for help and support when needed.
Furthermore, there are some altérations, due to the participation in the ISSP study on
Social Networks and Social Support Systems, which are not necessarily improvements. Finally, the number of persons that could be mentioned in response to each
question was limited to five, in order to prevent the inclusion of a large number of
persons who are likely to be less important
All in all, the personal network delineation instrument used in this study is a fine
and well-considered instrument which is heartily recommended for use in further
research in the field of personal relationships. It should be noted, however, that the
question on borrowing large sums of money, at least in the Dutch context, does not
elicit many names since most people go to a bank. Researchers who think the instrument is too large and difficult to administer are advised not to take refuge with
instruments based on the role or affective approach, but to use a selection of questions
from the instrument, as suggested in Van der Poel (1993a). Finally, the restriction to
five names per question is rather unnecessary and should better be dropped. However,
in that case the question on 'going out once in a while' should be formulated more
restrictively like 'going out at least once a month', to prevent people from mentioning
too many persons that are not that important.
An important aspect of personal network research is its multilevel character. At
the network level one can try to explain why A has a larger personal network than
B. At the relationship level one can try to explain why relationship С has a supportive
content while relationship D has not. In research so far, these questions have been
addressed separately, that is not in one analysis, because the personal relationships of
one person are not independent from each other (Broese van Groenou, 1991; Van
Busschbach, 1992a). Therefore, the explanation of network size and composition from
relationship level data would call for a complicated kind of multilevel analysis, in
which the personal relationships of one interviewee are not considered independent
but mutually influencing each other. Since it was decided to gather no extensive
information on relationships in which no help, support or companionship are ex
changed, this strategy cannot be employed. Making a virtue of necessity, it was
decided to dissect the personal network into subnetworks according to role relation
ship categories. In explaining the size of a particular subnetwork, the sum of the other
subnetwork sizes is included as an explanatory variable to capture something of the
mutual dependency just mentioned. This approach to explaining the sizes of various
subnetworks resembles the one employed by Moore (1990) but is more sophisticated,
both in terms of the hypotheses specified and the analytical techniques used. It
enables one to draw conclusions about the composition of personal networks in terms
of role relationships. If that is the objective, this approach is relatively easy and
successful. If the objective is to understand the personal network in all its aspects
(e.g. age composition and geographical spacing) the aforementioned multilevel
approach is called for. This is, however, a giant analytical endeavour and a challenge
for further research. A promising approach to using multilevel analysis in personal
network research is presented in Van Duijn (1993) and Snijders, Spreen & Zwaagstra
(1993).
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The theoretical frame of reference in this study is the rational choice theory. The
central concepts of this theory are constraints, costs and benefits. Since the dependent
variables are of subnetwork level, the constraints, costs and benefits must also be
operationalized at that level. For the constraints this is rather straightforwardly
achieved by considering the availability of potential associates in each category. For
instance, the number of siblings a person has, constrains the number of siblings she
can turn to for help and support Reserving the term constraint for availability, implies
that all other factors that hamper personal relationships, like travel distance, are
considered as costs. While in other studies some of these factors are considered as
constraints, they are conceptually different from 'absolute' constraints like availability.
Personal relationships can, for instance, exist over large distances when the benefits
of such a relationship are even larger than the costs involved in travelling.
The personal network, as operationalized in this book, consists of the people a
person relies on for support. In the analyses, the different dimensions of support
(emotional support, instrumental support and social companionship) have been
neglected. In other words, a network member who only provides instrumental support
is treated exactly the same as a network member with whom one only engages in
social activities. It is very well possible that some of the costs and benefits in this
study have a differential impact on relationships with different kinds of supportive
contents (Van Busschbach, 1992b). For instance, travel distance is likely to have a
larger impact on relationships in which instrumental support is exchanged, since
physical presence is needed. Emotional support, on the contrary, can be provided by
phone or by mail, although face-to-face contact is probably also preferred in these
instances. Another example is that orientation to self-disclosure, as we have seen, is
likely to have an effect on providers of emotional support only. Further analyses are
needed to systematically check these and other hypotheses, for instance, by repeating
the analyses of chapter 7 for each of the three support dimensions.
In order to get a thorough idea of the composition of the personal networks,
eleven role relationship categories have been distinguished. Although the kin-nonkin
distinction made by many personal network researchers is an insufficient representation of network composition, it may be possible to combine some of the role
categories. As was argued elsewhere (Van der Poel, Felling & Fiselier, 1991), a
sixfold classification seems appropriate: family of orientation, family of procreation,
family-in-law, neighbours, friends, and others. However, this way the explanation of
network composition is less strong, since specific effects tend to be attenuated by
aggregation. For instance, the effect of active organization memberships on the
number of fellow members in the network is probably stronger than on the number
of colleagues and acquaintances, which are also included in the Others' category. For
reasons like this, we have chosen to employ the full role classification and to take the
possible disadvantages like the large amount of hypotheses and analyses for granted.
A final suggestion for further research has a bearing on the operationalization
of the rational choice concepts. The results in this study are based on secondary
analyses, that is to say, the data have not been gathered with a rational choice
explanation of personal network size and composition in mind. As a result, improve-
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ments can be made, especially in the measurement of constraints, costs and benefits.
For instance, the availability of colleagues can be more precisely assessed. Furthermore, the travel distance to, for instance, all siblings instead of to the most contacted
one will lead to a better prediction of the number of siblings in the network. Contact
opportunities with neighbours can be inferred from factors like having adjoining
gardens or the presence of neighbourhood shops. Finally, a more elaborate assessment
of socio-cultural values and norms, personality characteristics and social skills could
also produce additional rational choice explanations for differences in personal
network size and composition. These are just some examples, but future researchers
are undoubtedly able to infer other and even better hypotheses from the general
rational choice idea that, within the limits of certain constraints, the choice of personal
relationships is governed by an assessment of the costs and benefits involved.
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APPENDIX A

Value and attitude scales

1

Orientation to self-disclosure (l=agree entirely, 5=do not agree at all)

1
2
3
4
5

I rather keep emotional problems to myself
I want to share my emotional life
Grief I try to cope with myself
I will not tell others about my problems
Feelings are my own business

2

Traditional family values (l=very much important, 5=unimportant)

1
2
3
4
5

Being married
Having children and raising them
Living for your family
The future of my children
Happy family life

3

Localism (l=agree entirely, 5=do not agree at all)

1

Local news is often more interesting than news about events happening
elsewhere
The newspapers generally pay much too little attention to all sorts of local news
One better be a member of a local community club than of a nationwide
association
When it comes to choosing someone for a responsible public office in my
community, I prefer persons who are bom and raised here

2
3
4
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4

Contentment with neighbourhood (l=entirely correct, 5=entirely wrong)

1
2
3

I really feel at home in the neighbourhood I live in
I am entirely content with the neighbourhood I live in
I would not really like to live anywhere else but here

5

Importance attached to work contacts (1-very important, 4=not important
ataU)

1
2
3

Good mutual contacts (with principals, colleagues)
Work where you can meet other people
Working together with other people

6

Importance attached to social contacts (l=agree entirely, 5=do not agree at
all)

1

In order to come to grips with one's life, it is good to have many contacts
outdoors
In order to keep in touch with what is going on in society, one has to be an
active member of some clubs or organisations
By spending much time with friends and acquaintances, one enriches oneself

2
3
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APPENDIX В

Methodological appendix

Bl

The Poisson distribution and Poisson regression analysis

The sample space of the Poisson distribution is the set of non-negative integers
(0,1.2,3, et cetera). Furthermore, unlike with the binomial and multinomial
distributions discussed in the subsequent sections, there is no finite upper limit to the
values that may be observed. The probability distribution is given by

Pt(Y=y) = ey/yl;

y=0,ia

It can be derived from this probability distribution that the variance is always equal
to the mean (McCullagh & Neider, 1989: pp. 194-195). Therefore, when the expected
value (the mean of the distribution) is close to zero, the variance is very small. One
could say that the lower limit of zero restrains the range of possible values (King,
1989). In that case the distribution is positively skewed for the same reason. The
larger the expected value becomes, the more the distribution resembles the normal
distribution (King, 1987). In those cases, the 'bottom effect' of the impossibility of
negative values, tends to become negligible. In figure B.l two Poisson probability
distributions are shown.
When a variable is Poisson distributed, and especially if the expected value is
close to zero, applying 'ordinary least squares' regression analysis is not appropriate
and can lead to serious errors in representing the data at hand (King, 1987). Two
assumptions the OLS method makes are seriously violated. First, the constancy of
variance assumption does not hold. Poisson distributed variables are inherently
heteroscedastic because the variance is equal to the mean (expected value). Second,
the error distribution is Poisson rather than Normal. Although the OLS parameter
estimates are unbiased, the violation of these two assumptions makes them statistically
inefficient and insufficient (King, 1987). Furthermore, predicted values can become
negative, lying outside the sample space, thus leading to predictions that are utter
nonsense.
McCullagh and Neider (1989) developed a generalized linear model, where
normality and constancy of variance are no longer required. However, the way in
which the variance depends on the mean must be known and specified. The
assumption of independent observations, reflected in the zero correlations between the
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error terms, is carried over without modification from the linear models of classical
regression analysis to the wider class of generalized linear models (McCullagh &
Neider, 1989: pp. 21-23).
In the case of generalized linear models, the estimates are obtained by maxim
izing the likelihood or log likelihood of the parameters for the data observed.1 In
most applications, not the log likelihood itself but a particular linear function called
the scaled deviance is used as the goodness-of-fit criterion.2 The scaled deviance has
the additional advantage that it has an exact χ 2 distribution for Normal-theory linear
models, and asymptotic results are available for the other distributions including the
Poisson model. Applying the scaled deviance instead of the log likelihood as the
goodness-of-fit criterion does not affect the estimation procedure because it can be
shown that maximizing the log likelihood is equivalent to minimizing the scaled
deviance (McCullagh & Neider, 1989: p. 24).
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Figure B.I The Poisson distribution for μ = 0.75 and μ = 150
Another important feature of generalized linear models is the link function between
the random (μ) and systematic (т|=ГхД) component. Every distribution in the family
of the generalized linear models (Normal, Poisson, binomial, gamma, and inverse
Gaussian) has a special link function, called the canonical link, which leads to
desirable statistical properties of the model (McCullagh & Neider, 1989: p. 32). For
the Poisson distribution, the canonical link is the log function (n=log/<)· It makes sure
that the estimated values are always positive, which they should be according to the
sample space of a Poisson distributed variable.
Another consequence of the 'log link' is that the systematic effects are multi
plicative instead of additive. The interpretation of the parameters is less straight-

1

For a vector of independent observations the Poisson log-likelihood function is
l(jt;y) = ZO,log^, -μ,)

2
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Diyjt) = 2/(y;y) - 21(м;у)

forward than with OLS models although positive and negative values still stand for
positive and negative relationships respectively. Taking the anti-log of the parameter
produces the multiplicative factor, for instance when β is .69 the multiplicative factor
м
is 2 (е =2). This means that with every unit increase in x, the predicted value of у
(у) becomes twice as large. The anti-log of the intercept parameter gives the predicted
value of у when the predictor equals zero (or in the case of categorical variables,
when the predictor takes on the value of the reference category).
As was mentioned earlier, the way in which the variance depends on the mean
must be known and specified. In the case of the Poisson distribution, the variance is
equal to the mean. If this appears not to be the case and the data are over- or
underdispersed, three kinds of things can be wrong. First, the variable in question
might not be Poisson distributed at all. Second, the assumption of independent
observations is violated because contagion or inhibition are present. Third, when
groups of individuals originate from Poisson distributions with very different means,
not including the grouping factor in the analysis results in assuming that all
individuals originate from a Poisson distribution with an intermediary mean. As a
result of this, the observed variance will be too large for this mean.
Modest amounts of over- or under-dispersion do not have serious effects
(McCullagh and Neider, 1989: p. 199; King, 1989: note 6). McCullagh and Neider
(1989: pp. 198-200) suggest a procedure for dealing with large amounts of over- or
under-dispersion. If the variance is S2 times as large as the mean, for some constant
S2, this constant can be estimated by dividing the residual scaled deviance by the
residual degrees of freedom of the originally specified model (Aitkin, Anderson,
Francis & Hinde, 1990). Including this S2 as the scale parameter in the analysis,
produces standard errors of parameter estimates that are S times as large as they were
in the original analysis.
A more elaborate discussion on generalized linear models and their many
applications can be found in McCullagh & Neider (1989), Dobson (1983), and Aitkin,
Anderson, Francis & Hinde (1990). Generalized linear models can and, in this study,
will be analyzed by using the GLIM 3.77 package.

B2

The binomial distribution and binomial regression analysis

When observations are non-negative counts bounded by a Fixed upper limit, they are
very likely to originate from a binomial distribution. In practice, the binomial
distribution most commonly arises as the sum of independent homogeneous Bernoulli
trials (McCullagh & Neider, 1989: pp. 101-102). The Bernoulli distribution is given
by
Pr(Y=y) = πΌ-π) 1 -';

y = 0 ('failure') or 1 ('success')

where π is the probability of occurrence. The random variable y has mean π and
variance π(1-π). Summing m of these independent Bernoulli trials results in the
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binomial distribution given below
Pr(Y=y) = Ç π'ίΙ-πΓ';
m = number of trials
y = number of 'successes' (0<_y<m)
The random variable y now has mean not and variance /ηπ(Ι-π).
When a variable follows the binomial distribution, applying 'ordinary least
squares' regression analysis is not appropriate. Two assumptions the OLS method
makes are seriously violated. First, the constancy of variance assumption does not
hold. Binomially distributed variables are inherently heteroscedastic because the
variance is dependent on the mean (expected value). Second, the error distribution is
binomial rather than Normal. Furthermore, a binomially distributed variable has a
lower (0) and upper limit (m). Linear regression can result in predicted values that are
negative or larger than w, which have no intelligible meaning. Poisson regression is
also less suitable for these kind of data It does reckon with the lower bound (0), but
it assumes that there is no upper limit to the values of the variable in question.
Especially when the expected value is close to m, applying Poisson regression can
also result in nonsensical predictions, namely larger than m (the number of successes
can, of course, never be larger than the number of trials). Furthermore, the upper limit
will probably result in a variance which is much smaller than it should be according
to the Poisson distribution. In other words, the specification of the relation between
variance and mean will be incorrect when Poisson regression is applied to binomial
data.
Fortunately, the binomial distribution is a member of the family of generalized
linear models, developed by McCullagh and Neider (see appendix В1 for a general
introduction).3 Of the transformations that map the unit interval onto the whole real
line (<*>,-<»), the logit or logistic function (n,=log{7i/(l-n))) has the simplest and most
desirable properties (canonical link function). The estimates are again obtained by
maximizing the likelihood or log likelihood of the parameters for the data observed.*
In a way similar to the Poisson regression procedure, a particular linear function,
called the scaled deviance, is used as the goodness-of-fit criterion.5 With respect to
the binomial distribution, the deviance function is only asymptotically distributed as
Xl.f, where ρ is the number of fitted parameters, when certain strict conditions are met
(McCullagh &. Neider, 1989: p. 118). This is rarely the case, so the deviance function
is seldom useful as an absolute measure of goodness-of-fit when binomially

3

When m, the number of trials, equals 1 the analysis reduces to a simple logistic
regression.
* The log likelihood function for a set of independent observations yp...,yn that follow the
binomial distribution with index m, and parameter π, may be written in the form
/ (7t;y) = Ky.logTi, + K-yJlogO-n,))
5
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i

D(y;Ä) = 2/(ft;y) - 2/(7t;y)

with П=у,/т,

distributed variables are concerned. However, when the number of independent
observations is large the difference between déviances of nested models is distributed
approximately like χ 2 . Thus, "the χ2 approximation is usually quite accurate for
differences of déviances even though it is inaccurate for the déviances themselves"
(McCullagh & Neider, 1989: p. 119).
The logistic link function leads to a rather complicated interpretation of the
parameter estimates. Consider the following example with two independent
dichotomous variables, namely gender (male-female) and age (young-old). The
parameter estimale for females is .69, for the elder it is -.40, and the constant is .50
(male and young are reference categories). The gender parameter means that the logodds (log(jt/(l-7i)) for women is .69 larger than for men. Taking the anti-log reveals
that this is equivalent to saying that the odds (π/(1-π)) is twice as large for women
than for men. This is true for the young as well as for the old. However, when we
want to make a statement with respect to the effect of gender on the 'success'
probability (π) itself, there is no longer a straightforward uniform answer (neither
additive nor multiplicative). The effect depends on the value of π and, thus, on the
value of the other independent variable. For the young, the chance for success is .62
for men and .77 for women. For the old, on the other hand, these figures are .52 and
.69 respectively.6 Interpretations of these effects that are both simple and exact
cannot be given. However, 'ordinal' interpretations are readily available and mostly
suffice in the social sciences. So, when a parameter is positive, that category has a
higher success probability than the reference category, and when one parameter is
larger than the other than its effect on success probability is larger.
Over-dispersion in binomially distributed variables, which arises as a result of
clustering in the population, can be dealt with in the same way as in the case of the
Poisson distributed variables in appendix Bl. From the residual deviance the overdispersion can be calculated and included in the analysis as a scale parameter.
According to the examples presented by McCullagh and Neider (1989; p. 126),
assuming such a constant dispersion factor gives better results than applying the betabinomial model, which directly estimates the over-dispersion.

B3

The multinomial distribution and multinomial logit analysis

When we are dealing with a polytomous (more than two categories) response variable
in a simple random sampling frame, it is very likely multinomially distributed. Given
a simple random sample of size m, how many individuals will be observed in each

6
The value of π can be obtained by substituting the parameter estimates in the regression
formula and rewriting the link function:

log(Jt/(l-n)) = η = ß0 +ßtxl +β^ι
π = εν(β η + 1)

with

jt, = 0 (male) or 1 (female)
дг2 = 0 (young) or 1 (old)
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category of variable >? The multinomial distribution gives the answer
Рг(Гі=И

У*=У»т*) = ( C V 1 · · · * *
J

к >

Í

where π,,...,!^ are the (unknown) attribute proportions in the infinite population
(McCullagh & Neider, 1989: pp. 164-165).
It is obvious that OLS regression is inappropriate here, because these variables
are of categorical level. Multinomial logit analysis is, as the name says, an extension
of simple logit or logistic analysis. While in a logit analysis the dependent variable
has only two levels, represented by one logit, in a multinomial logit analysis the
dependent variable has к levels (k>2), resulting in k-1 logits. For this distribution, log
likelihood and deviance functions can also be obtained (McCullagh & Neider, 1989:
pp. 171-174).7
Unfortunately, fitting multinomial logit models cannot be done directly because
the GLIM package does not include the multinomial distribution in its family of
standard distributions. However, the existing relationship between the multinomial and
Poisson distributions makes it possible to fit the model indirectly (Aitkin, Anderson,
Francis & Hinde, 1990: pp. 231-236). For this purpose, the data must be rearranged
in a specific format. For each combination of levels of the independent variables an
array is created. The count of the number of respondents having that particular
combination of values on the independent variables is Poisson distributed and is
treated in the analysis as the dependent variable. To reproduce the marginal totals, this
count variable is included in the model together with the independent variables and
their interactions. This is the null model on the multinomial logit scale. Including
interactions between the count and independent variables makes it possible to test the
effects of interest.
Model selection
The indirect fitting of the multinomial logit model in GLIM creates some serious
problems with respect to the selection of the final model. To obtain the marginal
totals for the model with all six independent variables (with 28 categories in total) an
enormous number oí interaction effects have to be estimated, too much for GLIM.
Furthermore, because of the many possible combinations of independent variable
levels (6720) and tie relatively small number of respondents (around 750), the
number of null cells is so large that adding a small constant to all counts is very
likely to produce serious distortions.

7

When there are η independent multinomial vectors (y,,...,yn), each with к categories

(y=y,¡

y,J, the log likelihood is as follows
/ (n;y) = T.y^ogn,,

with Ъуч = m, and Σπ,, = 1

'J

D(y;Ä) = 2/(ft;y)-2/(Ä;y)
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J

J

with Пч = учІт,

To counter these problems the following strategy has been employed. We start by
doing separate analyses for each independent variable. When zero cells occur, a small
constant (0.5) is added to all counts. Three situations are possible. First, when
excluding the interaction between the count and the independent variable significantly
increases the scaled deviance, we check whether some categories can be combined
without producing a worse fit Second, when excluding the interaction leads to a nonsignificant increase in scaled deviance, we check whether the increase is maybe
concentrated in a smaller number of degrees of freedom. It is possible that some
categories can be combined without producing a worse fit, and that excluding the
aggregated variable does result in a significantly higher scaled deviance. Third, when
the initial increase is not significant and not concentrated in a smaller number of
degrees of freedom, the independent variable is excluded from further analyses. The
variables from the first two situations are included in a multivariate analysis in their
aggregated form. There, we start with a model which is the null model on the
multinomial logit scale plus the interactions between each independent variable and
the count variable. We proceed by checking whether each of these interactions can
be excluded without producing a significantly larger scaled deviance. This leads to the
final model, for which the interpretation of the parameter estimates is discussed
below.
Interpretation of parameter estimates
These parameter estimates are even more difficult to interpret than the ones in the
binomial and Poisson regression discussed in the previous sections. They indicate how
much larger or smaller the count for a particular combination of independent variable
levels is that would be expected on the basis of the marginals. Furthermore, because
a Poisson distribution of the count variable is assumed, a log link function is employed. Substituting the parameter estimates of all effects, including the interactions
in the null model, produces the expected count for each combination of independent
variable levels. However, since these analyses are of secondary importance, we will
just interpret the parameter estimates in terms of significant under- and overrepresentation of cells. So, when the parameter for the interaction between the female
category of gender and the household category of the employment status variable is
positive and significant, it means that women are more likely to be working in the
household than men. In the tables we will only present the parameter estimates that
have a bearing on the relationship between background characteristics and the
dependent variable, skipping all parameters which are necessary to reproduce the
marginal totals.
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B4 Model selection in binomial and Poisson regression analyses explaining subnetwork sizes
The two criteria employed to select the best model arc goodness of fit and parsimony.
The full model always produces the best fit, but it does not provide us with a very
good understanding of reality. We have to search for a model with as little parameters
as possible and a fit that is only marginally worse than that of the full model. We
begin with a model in which all predictor variables, considered important, are
included. We include no interaction effects because in most cases it greatly
complicates the interpretation of results without changing the general conclusions.
From the residual scaled deviance and the residual degrees of freedom of the full
model, we deduce the appropriate scale parameter to correct for possible over- or
underdispersion. This scale parameter is included in the subsequent models, with
exception of the models in table B4.1. In this analysis the scaled deviance is so small
that adjusting the scale parameter would produce seriously distorted results.
The predictor variables are divided into three sets, namely constraints, costs and
benefits, and background characteristics. To select the best model a stepwise
backward elimination procedure is employed. We start by eliminating the background
characteristics one by one. If the scaled deviance increases significantly, that predictor
variable remains in the model. If it does not increase significantly, two possibilities
arise, depending on whether or not the scaled deviance increase is concentrated in a
smaller number of degrees of freedom. If this is the case the aggregated variable
remains in the model, otherwise it is eliminated. This procedure is then repeated first
for the costs and benefits in the model, and second for the constraint variables.
Finally, when all non-relevant variables are eliminated from the model, we check
whether some categories of the remaining predictors can be combined without
producing a significant increase in the scaled deviance. This leads to the final and best
model, considering goodness of fit and parsimony.
The selection procedures for the models explaining sub-network sizes are
presented in tables B4.1 to B4.11. Only the most crucial models in the procedure are
given in the tables together with their scaled deviance, degrees of freedom and the test
statistics with respect to the increase in scaled deviance compared to the preceding
model in the hierarchy. The variable labels in the tables are in abbreviated form. The
full labels are given in the legend, together with the significance levels and the scale
parameter. For simplicity's sake, categories with similar parameters will be joined.
These aggregated variables will be denoted by dropping the last letter from the
variable name.
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APPENDIX С

Additional analyses

Table CI
Parameter estimates of the final model In which the availability of a partner
is regressed on the socio-structural characteristics *
socio-stmctural variable
categories
constant
gender (ref=male)
female
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60-72 years
marital status (ref=never married)
married
divorced
widowed
social class (ref=unskdled manual)
skilled manual
small proprietors
routine non-manual
service class
missing
education (ref=elementary school)
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
small and medium sized towns
large towns

having a
steady partner
.756
1.247
-.602
-.775
-1.422
-2 912

*
*
**
*+*

11770"
-1.388
-2.111

***
***
**

214
-.278
-460
.650
-2.611

***

-1.685
-.294
-1085
144
-.693
.491
-.472'
.000"
-.472'

***
**

*
*

* ρ < .05 * * ρ < 01 * * * ρ < .001
scale parameter for 'having a steady partner' is taken as .290
a this is a logit analyses (having a steady partner=l, N=765)
b because all the respondents m this category have a steady partner, the signific
ance the estimate obtained by t-test is unreliable Equating the parameter to zero
and inspecting the scaled deviance change reveals that it is significantly different
from zero
с these parameters are equated in the analysis
d this parameter is equated to zero m the analysis
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Table C2
Parkmeter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining parent
sub-network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics *
socio-structural
variable
categories

number of
parents

592
constant
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
109
·
-358 ***
40-49 yean
1 119 ***
50-59 years
60-72 years
-2 443 ***
maniai status (ref=nevei' married)
married
divorced
widowed
social class (ref=unskilled manual)
skilled manual
small proprietors
routine non-manual
service class
missing
education (ref=elementary)
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university

parent-child
support
attitude

travel
distance
30-60
15-30
1 hour
minutes
minutes
or more

2 017
956 e
956'
956'
956'

675"
675 ь
675"
675 b
4 275«
4 275'
4 275«
000'
-1 154'
000'
000'
-1 154'

***
*··
***
•+

**

3 941"
3 941 h
3 941"
000'
-1 147 k
000'
000'
-1 147 k

*
*
*
•
***
***
***

**
**

1456"
1456"
1 456 d
1456"

·* +·

3 495'
3 495'
3 495'

***
»**

000'
-549'
000'
000'
-549'

**
**

+++

185"
185'
185'
000'
359
322
-347
125
- 122
315
085
086
236
-221
-157
141
064
574

*
*
*

***

**

**

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'number of parents' is taken as 467 and for the 'parent-child support attitude'
as 915
a the analysis for 'number of parents' is a Poisson regression (N=761), for 'travel distance' it is
a multinomial logit analysis (N=544), and for 'parent-child support attitude' Norma] regression
(the higher the score, the less one thinks that parents and children should always be able to fall
back on each other; N=761)
b these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for c, d, e, g, h, ι, j , k, and 1)
f this parameter is equated to zero m the analysis
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Table СЗ
Parameter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining child sub
network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics *
socio-structural variable
categories

number of
children

constant

-5 376

number of children
gender (ref=male)

327

ь

197

40-49 years
50 59 years
60-72 years
marital status (ref=never m a m e d )
married
divorced
widowed
social class (ref=unskdled manual)
skilled manual
small proprietors
routine non-manual
service class

1717
2 337

***

2 597

*+*

4 149'
4 149'
4 149'

**»
***
***

O00 d
-181 '
-181 '

*
*

000"
000d

*

000"

college
university

000
-271

degree of urbanisation (ref==rural)
urbanised rural
small and medium sized town
large town

22 130
···

000d
- 434
-1 727

***
***

OOO"

187

secondary vocational
O/A levels

* * ρ < 01

*++

ooo ·*

missing
education (ref=elementary)
lower vocational
lower secondary

traditional
family values

**+

332

female
age (ref=30-39 years) '

* ρ < 05

number of children
living at home

-238
-241
-336

d

*
*

+*

000d
000d

-988
-1 372

000d
-324«

359
**

-324«
-.324«

**
**

*

-3 128
-2 115
-521

**•
*»*

-1 119"
000d

**

-1 119"

**

* * * ρ < 001

scale parameter for 'number of children' is taken as 1 023, for 'number of children living at h o m e '
as 736, and for 'traditional family values' as 10 85 ( " ' ' )
a the analyses for 'number of children' (N=578) and 'number of children living at home' (N=355)
are Poisson regressions, and for 'traditional family values it is a Normal regression (the higher
the score, the more one adheres to traditional family values, N=355)
b because the dependent vanables in this table are highly correlated the respondents with no or only
younger children are excluded from the second and third analysis, while furthermore the total
number of children aged 12 or older is included as a control variable in the second analysis
с the age category '20-29 years' is omitted from the analyses because none of them have children
aged 12 or older (see also table 6 2)
d this parameter is equated to zero m the analysis
e these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for f, g and h )
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Table C4
Parameter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining sibling
sub-network size) are regressed on the socio-structural characteristics "
socio-structural variable
categories

number of
siblings

967
constant
age (ref=20-29 years)
163
30-39 years
263 ••
40-49 years
287
*·
50-59 years
60-72 years
044
marital status (ref=never married)
married
221
*
-001
divorced
widowed
055
social class (ref=unskdled manual)
skilled manual
146
small proprietors
007
routine non manual
-137
service class
-254 ·••
-187
missing
education (ref=elementary)
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university

15-30 mm
travel

30 mm travel
or more

km support
attitude
-373

795
1 382"
1 382 ь
1382k

·*

+**

***
***

747
1753·
1753·
1753·

*
***
***
++*

000"
1080
000 d
834
-217
645
160
-185
000 d
000 d
000 d
051
875*
875*

**
**

000''
000 d
000 d
1095
1619'
1619'

***
***
***

-404
- 987
-756
-052
-219
463

·

**
·

**
*

• ρ < .05 •* ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'number of siblings' is taken as 1 660 and for the 'kin support attitude' as
1301
a the analysis for 'number of siblings' is a Poisson regression (№763), for 'travel distance' it is a
multinomial logit analysis (N=678), and for 'km support attitude' it is a logit analysis (agree or
strongly agree = 1; N=763)
b these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for c, e, and f)
d this parameter is equated to zero m the analysis
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Table CS
Parameter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining familyIn-law sub-network size) are regressed on the socio-structural characteristics '
socio structural variable
categories

no of
in laws

1315
constant
gender (ref=male)
female
age (ref=20-29 years)
b
30 39 years
201
201"
40-49 years
50 59 years
201"
ь
60 72 years
201
maritai status (ref=never married)
married
782
070
divorced
widowed
627
social class (ref=unskdled manual)
skilled manual
048
small proprietors
031
routine non-manual
048
service class
165
-754
missing
education (ref=elementary)
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university
degree of urbanisation (rcf= rural)
urbanised rural
-091
026
small/medium town
large town
-196*

15-60 mm
travel

1 hour travel
or more

network size
( in-laws)
1971
073

*
*
*
*

000'
o
375
375"
375''

**

е

000
819'
819«
819'

**
·*
**

**+

***
052
084
045
133 ***
216 ***

*
***
000 е
000 е
000 е
000 е
407'
407'

000 е
000 е
000 е
000 е
1203« **•
1 2 0 3 ' •*•

082
109
075
138
162
200
-029
- 124
-069

*
*
**
*•

**

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'number of in laws' is taken as 3 498, for 'number of years married' as 2 588,
and for 'personal network size' as 873
a the analyses for 'number of in laws' and 'personal network size' are Poisson regressions (N=730),
and for 'travel distance' it is a multinomial logit analysis (N=444)
b these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for d, e, f, and g)
с this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
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Table C6
Parameter estimates of the (Inai models In which the mediating variables (explaining other kin
sub-network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics *
socio-structural variable
categories

15-60 min.
travel

constant
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60-72 years
marital status (ref=never married)
married
.845
divorced
.000"
widowed
.000*
social class (ref=unskilled manual)I
skilled manual
.000"
ь
small proprietors
.000
е
routine non-manual
.766
service class
.766'
.810
missing
education (ref=elemenlary)
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
small/medium town
large town

1 hour travel
or more

network size
(-other kin)

kin support
attitude

2.076

^».275
ь

.000
.000"
ь
.000
-.075
»

•
*

.422
ь
.000
.000"

.127
.082
.203

.000"
ь
.000
1.178"
1
1.178·
2.085

.020
.033
.027
.086
.152

•*
*•
*•

.074
.075
.099
.159
.139
.148
-.048
-.101
-.077

Φ

••*

*

-.820
.093
.297
.736

*

*

.846
•
2.058 •**
ь
.000

*
Φ

*
**
*»
*
Φ*
Φ

.000"
.830'
.830"
.830'
.830*
.830'
.478
.000 b
.000 b

**
**
**
••
**
·

* ρ < .05 ** ρ < .01 *•• ρ < .001
scale parameter for 'personal network size' is taken as .853, and for the 'kin support attitude' as
.478
a the analysis for 'travel distance' is a multinomial logit analysis (N=226), for 'personal network
size' a Poisson regression (N=759) and for 'kin support attitude' a logit analysis (N=759; strongly
agree = 1 )
b this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
с these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for d and e)
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Table C7
Parameter estimates οΓ the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining colleague
sub-network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics *
socio structural variable
categories

employment
status

constant
-2 243
gender (ref=male)
female
1.942
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
-249
331
40-49 years
50-59 years
819
60-72 years
3 682
marital status (ref=never married)
married
1 348
divorced
703
widowed
2 478
social class (ref=unskilled manual)
skilled manual
- 570
small proprietors
1811
routine non-manual
- 154
service class
- 751
missing
-1 213
education (ref=elementary)
lower vocational
214
lower secondary
- 565
secondary vocational
- 605
O/A levels
- 470
college
921
university
- 964
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
small/medium town
large town

hours worked
weekly "

-1179

orientation to
self-disclosure

1990

40 93

***

network size
(-colleagues)

***

.074

18 290
*•
-667
-2 117 ***
-3 596 ***
-5 148 ***

*

*++

106
015
151
1644
11220
4 924
2 057
3 391

***

046
054
028
110
131

***

***
*

086°
086'
086'
086'
086'
086'

*
*
*
*
*
*

000'
-054'
-054'

*
*

044
218
1034
1 369
1 942
2 519

1323 d

* ρ < 05 · * ρ < 01 •** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'employment status' is taken as 919 , for 'hours worked weekly' as 95 84, for
'personal network size' 876, and for 'orientation to self-disclosure' as 18 86
a the analysis for 'personal network size' is a Poisson regression (N=763), for 'hours worked week
ly' (N=441) and 'orientation to self-disclosure' (N=763) Normal regression analysis is applied, and
for 'employment status' a logit analysis is performed (unemployed or working in household = 1,
N=763)
b to prevent overlap, in analysing 'hours worked weekly' the respondents who do not work outside
the household are excluded
с these parameters are equaled in the analysis (also goes for f)
d degree of urbanisation is treated as an interval variable in this analysis
e this parameter is equaled to zero in the analysis
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Table C8
Parameter estimates of the final models la which the mediating variables (explaining neigh
bour sub-network size) are regressed on the socio-structural characteristics (N=656) *
socio-strucL var
categories

type of
dwelling

location of
dwelling

constant
- 732
gender (ref=male)
female
age (ref=20 29 years)
30 39 years
- 938
**
40 49 years
-1 073
**
50 59 years
-1 105 **
60 72 years
- 078
marital status (ref=never married)
married
-1 197 ***
divorced
703
widowed
- 131
social class (ref=unskilled manual)
skilled manual
128
small proprietors -6 767 ' ***
rout non manual - 135
service class
- 812
**
missing
-1 426
**
education (ref=elemenlary)
lower vocational
000 '
lower secondary
000 '
second vocational 000 e
O/A levels
000 e
college
000'
university
1 292
**
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
- 028
smaU/med town 1 219
**
large town
2 012 ***

1-20 yean 20 years res network size
residence
or more
( neighb )

126

contentment
with neighb

1 938

10 200

398

360
566

**

OU
006
588ь
588"
000'

**
Φ*

880 ***

562
000'

ФФ

*

118
121

ФФ

462

000'
190
h
115
h
115
411

014
047
037
132
199

000'
107'
107 '

ФФ

028 k
028 k
028 k

000'

133
167

000'
-969 ***

**

*
ФФФ

872 'ФФФ
1 340 »**

219

ФФ

ФФ

-165

-392"
-392'

- 570

594'
000'
000'
594'
594'

102

403

-859"***
-859"***

-027«
-027«

000 е

-138

000'
- 174'
174'
570- ФФ
570- ФФ
570- ФФ

112"
112"
112"
112"
112"
112"

ФФ

058°

058'

868 + *
816 **
1236
1537

***
***

*

ФФФ
ФФ

Φ
Φ
Φ
Φ
Φ
Φ

000'
000'
000'
-591
-299
1526

**

133

000'

*

*

Φ

-264
-793

*

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'type of dwellling' is taken as 747, for 'location of dwelling' as 905, for
'personal network size' as 1 204, and for 'contentment with neighbourhood' 5 475
a the analyses for 'type of dwelling' and 'location of dwelling' are logit analyses (flat or apartment
budding = I, outside the town centre = 1), for 'personal network size' Poisson regression is ap
plied, for 'contentment with neighbourhood' Normal regression, and for 'length of residence'
multinomial logit analysis
b these parameters are equated in the analysis (also goes for d, e, g, h, ι, j , k, 1, m, n, and o)
с this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
f because none of the respondents in this category live in a flat or apartment building the signific
ance of the estimate obtained by t test is unreliable, equating the parameter to zero and inspecting
the scaled deviance change reveals that it is significantly different from zero
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Table C9
Parameter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining fellowmember sub-network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics (N=765) *

socio-stnictural variable
categories

constant
gender (ref=male)
female
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years

organization
memberships

sports
clubs

political

network size

organizations

(-members)

-1462

073
-.209

**

.089
224
177

*

365
60-72 years
manta! status (ref=never married)

other leisure
organizations

*+*

-2 052

-.975
.075
-145
-312
-988

389
482
.851 * * •

married
divorced
widowed
social class (ref=unskilled manual)
skilled manual
small proprietors
routine non-manual
service class
missing
education (ref=elementary)

000"
199 d
199"
.199 d
.000 b

lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels

.273
360

college
university

.458
848

.408
.481

degree of urbanisation (ref=raral)
-.242«
urbanised rural
small/medium town
large town

-242'
-242«

**+

.052

*++

.000"
000"

**
+*

*+

1.425
1.023

*
***

-.070

*

-098
-7.408' + + *

079
025

**

-6.688'

*

091

-7.145'
-436
.211
038

***

1567

+

**
**
·*
***

463
716
.283
.847
818
1023

**

.353
.456

**
**
**

.486
493
-315
.725

*·
Φ*

+*

-367
1.137
*

•

852
1 119
.824
1.948

*
*
***

-.496
-.149
-858

000"
000'
.000"
0 7 4 ' *•
074' **
021 ' * *

711

*+

•

OOO"

-.306

-.320

***

2 124

-4 261

-046

**

-112
-092

**
*

* ρ < .05 * * ρ < 01 •** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'number of memberships' is taken as 1 151, for 'memberships of sports clubs'
as .815, for 'memberships of other leisure organizations' as .735, for 'memberships of political
organizations* as .168, and for 'personal network size' as 862
a all the analyses reported in this table are Poisson regressions (for 'memberships of music, song and
dance clubs' the null-model proved most satisfactory and it is therefore omitted from this table)
b this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
с because none of the respondents in these categories have active memberships in political organiza
tions the sigificance of the estimate obtained by t-test is unreliable; equaling the parameter to zero
and inspecting the scaled deviance change reveals that it is significantly different from zero
d these parameters are equated in the analysis (this also goes for e and g)
e education is treated as an interval variable in this analysis
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Table СЮ
Parameter estimates of the final model In which the network size (acquaint·
anees excluded) Is regressed on the sodo-structural characteristics (N=765) *
socio-stractural variable
categories
constant
age (ref=20-29 years)
30-39 years
40-49 years
50-59 years
60-72 yean
marital status (ref=never married)
married
divorced
widowed
social class (ref=unskilled manual)
skilled manual
small proprietors
routine non manual
service class
missing
education
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
small and medium sized towns
large towns

network size
( acquaintances)
2 102
000"
000 b
000 b
-078
081
025
022

*
*•

013
007
027
093
*
147
•
0 2 1 ' *•
-047
-104
-094

**
•

* ρ < 05 ** ρ < 01 *** ρ < 001
scale parameter for 'personal network size' is taken as 874
a the analysis of 'personal network size' is a Poisson regression (for 'importance
of social contacts' the null model proved most satisfactory and it is therefore
omitted from this table)
b this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
с in this analysis 'education' is treated as an interval variable
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Table СП
Parameter estimates of the final models In which the mediating variables (explaining friend
sub-network size) are regressed on the soclo-structural characteristics *
socio-structural variable
categories

number of
good friends

constant
1280
age (ref=20 29 years)
30-39 years
-089
40-49 years
285
*
50-59 years
-043
-317
*
60-72 years
manta! status (ref=never married)
mamed
226
•
divorced
000 b
widowed
000 b
social class (ref=unskdled manual)
skilled manual
-293
*
small proprietors
000 b
routine non-manual
OOO1"
service class
000 b
missing
000 b
education (ref=elementary)
081c***
lower vocational
lower secondary
secondary vocational
O/A levels
college
university
degree of urbanisation (ref=rural)
urbanised rural
000"
small/medium town
000"
large town
-190
*

travel
distance
-2 464
000"
564 c
564 е
564'

orientation to
self-disclosure

network size
(-fnends)

17 530

1983

-666
-2 116 ***
-3 576 **•
-5 064 ••*

**
*+

**
140
024
138

**•

432c***
687
1013
1456
1512
1432
2 130

*
**
**
**
***
000 b
-060"
-060"

•
*

* p < 05 •* p < 01 •** p < 001
scale parameter for 'number of good fnends' is taken as 4 226, for 'travel distance' as 1 121, for
'personal network size' as 1 073, and for 'onentation to self-disclosure' as 18 86
a the analysis for 'number of good fnends' and 'personal network size' are Poisson regressions
(N=763), for 'onentation to self-disclosure it is Normal regression (N=763), and for 'travel
distance' a logit analysis is employed (30 minutes' travel distance or more = 1, N=635)
b this parameter is equated to zero in the analysis
с education is treated as an interval vanable in these analyses
d these parameters are equated in the analysis
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Samenvatting

1

Persoonlijke relaties: Inleiding tot de probleemstelling

Het belang van persoonlijke relaties is waarschijnlijk het best duidelijk te maken door
de lezer te vragen zich een leven zónder voor te stellen. Persoonlijke relaties, bijvoorbeeld met familie, buren of vrienden, zijn van levensbelang voor de mens. Sterker
nog, zonder persoonlijke relaties zou de maatschappij niet kunnen bestaan. Dit belang
is reeds lang door sociologen onderkend, maar pas in de jaren tachtig is een empirisch
verband aangetoond russen het aantal persoonlijke relaties dat iemand heeft, ofwel de
omvang van zijn persoonlijk netwerk, en zijn welbevinden en gezondheid. Dit verband
loopt waarschijnlijk via de sociale steun, die vaak in persoonlijke relaties wordt
uitgewisseld.
Dit brengt ons bij de vraag wat persoonlijke relaties onderscheidt van onpersoonlijke of zakelijke relaties. Volgens de sociaal-psycholoog Burgess (1981) dienen er in
persoonlijke relaties in ieder geval diverse soorten interacties plaats te vinden (bij
voorbeeld sociale steun) en moet er een substantiële invloed zijn op eikaars leven (bij
voorbeeld welbevinden). Puur zakelijke relaties zoals die met de bakker vallen
hierdoor buiten de definitie.
Een veel gemaakte indeling van persoonlijke relaties is gebaseerd op de cultureel
gedefinieerde rollen die mensen ten opzichte van elkaar hebben, waarbij de meest
gebruikte categorieën die van familie, buren en vrienden zijn. Recent onderzoek heeft
aangetoond dat deze verschillende categorieën specifieke functies vervullen (Felling,
Fiselier & Van der Poel, 1991). Buren worden vooral ingeschakeld voor kortetermijnhulp waarbij fysieke nabijheid een voorwaarde is, bijvoorbeeld iets lenen of
helpen bij een karweitje. Vrienden zijn vooral betrokken bij het geven van emotionele
steun, bij voorbeeld bij relatieproblemen of depressiviteit. De nabije familie, tenslotte,
helpt bij veel problemen maar vooral als er lange-termijnhulp nodig is, bijvoorbeeld
bij langdurige ziekte.
Het aantal en de soort persoonlijke relaties die iemand heeft of, met andere
woorden, de omvang en de samenstelling van zijn persoonlijk netwerk, zijn dus
belangrijk. De vraag die in deze studie centraal staat is: "Hoe komt het dat het ene
persoonlijk netwerk groter en anders van samenstelling is dan het andere?". Uit de
literatuur blijkt dat veel van deze verschillen parallel lopen aan de indeling naar
achtergrondvariabel(-;i zoals leeftijd, burgerlijke staat en sociaal-economische status.
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Een rationele-keuzeverklaring van persoonlijke netwerken

In deze studie wordt aangetoond dat deze sociaal-structurele verschillen grotendeels
verklaard kunnen worden met behulp van de rationele-keuzetheorie en de beperkingen,
kosten en baten die daarin een rol spelen. De effecten van achtergrondvariabelen op
het persoonlijk netwerk blijken grotendeels indirect te lopen via de rationele-keuzevariabelen. Het conceptueel model van deze studie is schematisch weergegeven in figuur
1. De idee achter de rationele-keuzetheorie wordt verder uitgewerkt in de volgende
paragraaf.

2

De rationele-keuzetheorie en de afleiding van hypothesen

De grondregel van de rationele-keuzetheorie is dat mensen hun gedrag baseren op een
rationele afweging van de te verwachten kosten en baten die aan de diverse mogelijke
gedragsalternatieven verbonden zijn. Zij zullen het alternatief kiezen waarvan ze het
meeste profijt verwachten. Dat dat niet altijd het meest profijtelijke alternatief zal
blijken te zijn, doet niets af aan de rationaliteit van de afweging en is alleen het
gevolg van een verkeerde inschatting van de kosten en baten. Een veelgemaakte
tegenwerping door sociologen is dat veel menselijk gedrag gebaseerd is op normen
en gewoontes. Het kan echter heel rationeel zijn om zich aan normen te conformeren,
aangezien de baten van het schenden ervan wel eens niet op zouden kunnen wegen
tegen de kosten ervan (negatieve sancties).
Ook op het gebied van persoonlijke relaties zijn recent enkele theoretische
aanzetten gedaan met een rationele-keuzetheoretische inslag, zoals Fischer's 'choiceconstraint model' (1977) en Feld's 'focus theory' (1981). Concrete uitwerkingen in
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de VOTITI van hypothesen zijn op dit gebied nog eerder uitzondering dan regel (Broese
van Groenou, 1991; Van Busschbach, 1992a). Deze studie sluit deels aan bij deze
zeldzame uitwerkingen, maar wijkt er ook in een aantal opzichten duidelijk van af.
Een belangrijk onderscheid is dat hier geen aparte hypothesen geformuleerd worden
met betrekking tot structurele beperkingen die geacht worden te bepalen welke
gedragsalternatieven plausibel zijn en welke niet. De enige structurele beperking die
hier van belang wordt geacht is de beschikbaarheid van bepaalde soorten relaties.
Aangezien het hebben van broers en zussen een voorwaarde is voor het hebben van
persoonlijke relaties met broers en zussen, zou een hypothese die daartussen een
verband verondersteld een hoog tautologisch gehalte hebben. Vandaar dat de geformuleerde hypothesen alleen betrekking hebben op de kosten en baten die gepaard gaan
met het aangaan en onderhouden van persoonlijke relaties. Zowel met betrekking tot
de kosten als de baten zijn drie basishypothesen geformuleerd:
De kosten van het vormen en onderhouden van een persoonlijke relatie met iemand
zijn hoger naarmate:
- er minder mogelijkheden tot contact met die persoon zijn;
- de reisafstand tot die persoon groter is;
- de periode dat men die persoon kent korter is.
De baten van het vormen en onderhouden van een persoonlijke relatie met iemand
zijn hoger naarmate:
- het aantal overige persoonlijke relaties kleiner is (vgl. de wet van de afnemende meeropbrengst);
- men meer geneigd is om persoonlijke problemen met anderen te bespreken;
- het belang dat men aan dat soort relaties hecht groter is.
Verder leiden hogere kosten natuurlijk tot een lagere, en hogere baten tot een hogere
kans dat de betreffende persoonlijke relatie gevormd of onderhouden wordt.
De bovenstaande zes basishypothesen zijn te specificeren naar de elf relatiecategorieën die in dit onderzoek onderscheiden worden, te weten: partner, ouder, kind,
broer/zus, schoonfamilie, overige familie, collega, buur, medelid van een vereniging
of organisatie, kennis en vriend(in). Aangezien het om secundair data-materiaal gaat
(zie par. 3), is niet voor elke combinatie van hypothese en relatiecategorie een
indicator voorhanden. Dit alles leidt tot 62 afgeleide hypothesen, die hieronder zeer
vluchtig de revue zullen passeren.
De conlactmogelijkheden zijn voor collega's gespecificeerd als het aantal uren
dal iemand per week buitenshuis werkzaam is, en voor medeverenigingsleden als het
aantal verenigingen of organisaties waarvan men actief lid is. De reisafstand wordt
van invloed geacht op persoonlijke relaties met alle soorten familie en met vrienden.
De periode dat men elkaar kent is voor drie categorieën gespecificeerd, namelijk als
de huwelijksduur of de periode dat men een vaste relatie heeft (voor schoonfamilie),
als de periode dat men dezelfde baan heeft (voor collega's) en als het aantal jaren dat
men al in dezelfde buurt woont (voor buren).
Het aantal bestaande persoonlijke relaties is voor elke relatiecategorie de omvang
van het totale persoonlijk netwerk exclusief de representanten van de relatiecategorie
in kwestie. Verder wordt voor kinderen, broers en zussen, en schoonfamilie veronder-
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steld dat, als uilwerking van deze zelfde basishypothese, het aantal representanten van
de desbetreffende relatiecategorie een negatieve invloed heeft op de kans dat men met
een individuele representant daarvan een echt persoonlijke relatie heeft Dit houdt in
dat bijvoorbeeld het aantal kinderen in het persoonlijk netwerk wel stijgt met het
aantal kinderen dat men heeft, maar steeds minder snel. Dit principe komt overeen
met de economische wet van de afnemende meeropbrengst; hoe meer men al van iets
heeft, hoe minder nut men zal ontlenen aan nog meer van hetzelfde.
De geneigdheid om persoonlijke problemen met anderen te bespreken (zelfonthulling) wordt verondersteld een positieve invloed te hebben op het aangaan en
onderhouden van alle soorten persoonlijke relaties. Het belang dat men aan bepaalde
soorten relaties hecht is gespecificeerd door middel van een aantal houdingen en
opvattingen: traditionele gezinswaarden (partner en kinderen), lokalisme en tevredenheid met de buurt (buren), het belang dat men hecht aan werkcontacten (collega's) en
sociale contacten (medeverenigingsleden, kennissen en vrienden) en houdingen met
betrekking tot hulp van en aan bepaalde relatiecategorieën (familie, buren en vrienden).

3

Onderzoeksontwerp, operationalisatie en meting

Deze studie is onderdeel van een groter onderzoeksproject getiteld 'Primaire relaties
en sociale steun' (PRESOS). De belangrijkste doelstelling hiervan was het in kaart
brengen van de informele hulpverlening in Nederland (zie Feiling, Fiselier & Van der
Poel, 1991). Daarnaast bevat het nog een internationale component, in de vorm van
participatie in het 'International Social Survey Program' (ISSP) van 1986, uitgevoerd
onder de auspiciën van het Zentrum für Umfragen, Methoden und Analysen (ZUMA)
te Mannheim. In negen participerende landen is daarvoor een korte vragenlijst
ontwikkeld met de nadruk op het in kaart brengen van de primaire leefwereld en de
zich daarin voltrekkende onderlinge sociale steun. Dit vragenlijstje is in het PRESOSproject aangevuld tot een uitgebreide lijst met het oog op de hierboven vermelde
doelstelling (Molin & Van der Poel, 1987).
Na de constructie van de vragenlijst, een achttal proefinterviews naar aanleiding
waarvan deze is aangepast, en een schriftelijke en mondelinge enqueteursinstructie,
zijn de enquêtes, in de periode van maart tot juli 1987, afgenomen door interviewers
van het Instituut voor Toegepaste Sociale Wetenschappen (ITS). De 902 mensen die
aan dit onderzoek hebben meegedaan zijn een steekproef uit de respondenten van het
SOCON-'85 project hadden deelgenomen (Feiling, Peters & Schreuder, 1987). Daardoor is het mogelijk de in dat project vergaarde informatie over een groot scala aan
houdingen en opvattingen te koppelen aan de PRESOS-gegevens over persoonlijk
netwerk en informele hulpverlening. De PRESOS-steekproef is een goede afspiegeling
van de Nederlandse bevolking tussen 20 en 72 jaar, waardoor de resultaten naar die
populatie gegeneraliseerd mogen worden. Nadat de data door het ITS waren ingevoerd, zijn ze vervolgens opgeschoond en op een werkbare manier opgeslagen (Molin
& Van der Poel, 1<>88).
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Het persoonlijk netwerk, ofwel de verzameling persoonlijke relaties zoals gedefinieerd
in paragraaf 1, is de centrale variable in deze studie. Er zijn in de literatuur vier
benaderingen onderscheiden voor de afbakening van persoonlijke netwerken: de
interactie-, rol-, affectieve en ruilbenadering. Voor het onderzoeksdoel van deze studie
dient de afbakeningsmethode aan twee criteria te voldoen die te omschrijven zijn als
validiteit en objectiviteit. De relaties in het netwerk dienen persoonlijke relaties te zijn
(validiteit) en alle ondervraagden dienen de afbakeningsvragen zoveel mogelijk op
dezelfde manier te interpreteren (objectiviteit). De ruilbenadering biedt hiervoor de
beste aanknopingspunten (Van der Poel, 1993a).
Het gebruikte afbakeningsinstrument is gebaseerd op dat van McCallister &
Fischer (1978) en bevat een tiental specifieke vragen met betrekking tot de uitwisseling van hulp en steun. Het belangrijkste verschil is dat in deze studie de afbakeningsvragen in hypothetische vorm zijn gesteld om iedereen een gelijke kans te geven
namen van netwerkleden te noemen. De vragen hebben betrekking op emotionele
steun, praktische steun en sociale activiteiten.
Emotionele steun
1. Stel u hebt zeer grote problemen met uw echtgeno(o)t(e) of partner, en u kunt
met hem/haar daar niet over praten. Met wie zou u daarover praten?
2. Stel u bent depressief of ziet het niet meer zitten en wilt er met iemand over
praten. Met wie zou u daarover praten?
3. Stel u hebt raad of advies nodig bij een grote verandering in uw leven. U kunt
daarbij denken aan ander werk of verhuizing naar een andere streek. Wie zou
u daarover om raad of advies vragen?
Praktische steun
4. Op wie zou u een beroep doen als u hulp van anderen nodig zou hebben bij een
karweitje in of rond uw woning, zoals bijvoorbeeld een ladder vasthouden of
meubels verplaatsen?
5. Stel u hebt griep en moet enkele dagen in bed blijven. Op wie zou u een beroep
doen om voor u te zorgen of om boodschappen te doen?
6. Naar wie zou u toe gaan als u een grote som geld zou moeten lenen?
7. Stel u hebt brood, suiker of iets dergelijks nodig en de winkels zijn dicht of u
hebt een of ander stuk gereedschap nodig dat u niet in huis hebt. Van wie zou
u iets dergelijks proberen te lenen?
8. Stel u hebt problemen met het invullen van formulieren, bijvoorbeeld belastingformulieren of met het verzorgen van uw administratie. Wie zou u vragen om
u daarbij te helpen?
Sociale activiteiten
9. Met wie gaat u wel eens uit, bijvoorbeeld winkelen, wandelen, naar een restaurant of bioscoop?
10. Met welke mensen heeft u minstens één keer per maand contact, doordat u bij
elkaar op bezoek gaat, bijvoorbeeld om bij te praten, een kop koffie of een
borreltje te drinken, een kaartje te leggen of iets dergelijks?
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Bij elk van deze tien vragen kon de respondent maximaal vijf namen noemen. Van
deze verzameling namen, die samen het persoonlijk netwerk vormen, zijn vervolgens
nog een aantal kenmerken achterhaald, waaronder de relatiecategorie en de reisafstand.
De achtergrondvariabelen zijn geoperationaliseerd en gemeten volgens standaardindelingen (EGP voor sociale klasse, SOI voor opleidingsniveau en de CBS-typologie
voor urbanisatiegraad).

4

Resultaten

Het verklaren van verschillen in omvrng en samenstelling van persoonlijke netweiken
is in paragraaf 1 omschreven als de probleemstelling van deze studie. Hoewel in de
literatuur steevast alleen de proportie familie gebruikt wordt, is het onderscheid
familie versus niet-familie veel te ruw om de samenstelling van een persoonlijk
netwerk goed weer te geven (Van der Poel, Feiling & Fiselier, 1991). Vandaar dat in
deze studie het persoonlijk netwerk wordt onderverdeeld in elf deelnetwerken, op
basis van de in paragraaf 2 onderscheiden relatiecategorieën.
De omvang van elk deelnetwerk of, met andere woorden, het aantal vertegenwoordigers van een relatiecategorie in het persoonlijk netwerk, wordt als een afhankelijke variabele beschouwd. De rationele-keuzevariabelen (beperkingen, kosten en
baten) en de achtergrondvariabelen vormen telkens de onafhankelijke variabelen. Zij
worden geacht de omvang van de deelnetwerken te kunnen voorspellen.
Aangezien de omvangen van de deelnetwerken niet Normaal zijn verdeeld, moet
uitgeweken worden naar andere technieken dan de gebruikelijke regressie-analyse.
Voor het partner-, ouder-, kind-, broer en zus-, en schoonfamilie-deelnetwerk wordt
gebruik gemaakt van binomiale regressie omdat voor deze categorieën het aantal
beschikbare vertegenwoordigers exact bekend is. Voor de overige deelnetwerken
wordt Poisson regressie gebruikt. De selectie van het best passende verklaringsmodel
vindt plaats door middel van 'achterwaartse stapsgewijze eliminatie': vanuit het
volledige model, waarin alle van belang geachte variabelen zijn opgenomen, worden
telkens die variabelen weggelaten die geen significante bijdrage leveren aan de
verklaring van de omvang van het betreffende deelnetwerk. In het uiteindelijke model
blijven tenslotte alleen die variabelen over die een significante, positieve of negatieve,
invloed hebben op dat deel van het netwerk.
Wat de kosten- en batenvariabelen betreft, de resultaten daarvan zijn weergegeven in tabel 1. Een plus in de tabel geeft aan dat de betreffende variabele is opgenomen in het uiteindelijke verklaringsmodel van dat deelnetwerk, hetgeen tevens
betekent dat de corresponderende hypothese aanvaard kan worden. Een min in de
tabel betekent het omgekeerde.
Ongeveer de helft van de hypothesen kan worden aanvaard. Betekent dit nu dat
het idee van een rationele-keuzeverklaring van de omvang en samenstelling van het
persoonlijk netwerk maar verlaten moet worden, aangezien ook de helft van de
hypothesen niet aarvaard kan worden? Nee, zeker niet. Als de ralionele-keuzetheorie
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Tabel 1
Resultaten van de toetsing der hypothesen
(+ hypothese aanvaard; · hypothese niet aanvaard; 0 = geen hypothese gespecificeerd)

hypothese

zus/ schoon ov.
partner ouder kind broer fam. f am.

col
lega

buur

mede
lid kennis vriend

uren werk per week
actieve lidmaatschappen

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

0
0

+

0

0
0

+/-

0
0

0
0

reisafstand

-

+

+

+

+

+

0

0

0

0

-

aantal jaren gehuwd
aantal jaren zelfde baan
wconduur in buurt

0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

0
0
0

.

0
0
0

0

0
0

-

0
0

0

+

0
0
0
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0
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+
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0
0
0
0

0
0
0
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0
0
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.082

.028
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-
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helemaal niet van toepassing zou zijn, dan zou slechts vijf procent (het significantienivau) van de hypothesen worden aanvaard. De hier gevonden vijftig procent is aanmer
kelijk meer, wat betekent dat mensen bij het opbouwen van een persoonlijk netwerk
net zo goed rationele keuzes maken als bij de aanschaf van een fiets of een huis.
Uit de laatste regel van tabel 1 blijkt dat de rationele-keuzetheorie een erg groot
deel van de variantie in de omvang van partner-, ouder- en kinddeelnctwerk kan
verklaren. Met betrekking tot broers en zussen, schoonfamilie, overige familie en
vrienden gaat het om ongeveer een kwart van de variantie, hetgeen behoorlijk
genoemd kan worden. Het aantal collega's, buren en medeverenigingsleden in het
persoonlijk netwerk kan voor zo'n tien procent toegeschreven worden aan de hier
gemeten beperkingen, kosten en baten. Hel aantal kennissen, tenslotte, valt nauwelijks
te verklaren uit de hier gemeten rationele-keuzevariabelen (bijna drie procent).
Welke kosten en baten zijn nu vooral verantwoordelijk voor de verklaring van
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netwerkomvang en -samenstelling? De hypothesen die het meest duidelijk aanvaard
kunnen worden, zijn die met betrekking tot reisafstand, contactmogelijkheden en de
wet van de afnemende meeropbrengst. Een grotere reisafstand brengt hogere kosten
met zich mee, hetgeen de vorming en instandhouding van persoonlijke relaties
bemoeilijkt. Meer contactmogelijkheden, aan de andere kant, verlagen de kosten van
relatievorming en vergroten de kans op opname in het persoonlijk netwerk. Wat
betreft medeleden gaat dit alleen op voor sportverenigingen, muziek-, zang- en
dansverenigingen en politieke organisaties, en niet voor vakbonden, buurt- en vrijwilligersorganisaties. De laatste hypothese die duidelijk onderschreven kan worden behelst
hel principe van de afnemende meeropbrengst. Hoe meer persoonlijke relaties iemand
al heeft, hoe minder baten zij zal ontlenen aan nog een nieuwe persoonlijke relatie.
De geneigdheid om persoonlijke problemen met anderen te bespreken blijkt
alleen een positieve invloed te hebben op het aantal collega's en vrienden in het
netwerk. Dit is niet zo vreemd als men bedenkt dat collega's en vrienden bij uitstek
ingeschakeld worden voor emotionele steun, wat vaak niet meer inhoudt dan het
bespreken van persoonlijke problemen. Deze hypothese zou dus beter anders formuleerd kunnen worden: hoe meer men geneigd is persoonlijke problemen met anderen
te bespreken hoe hoger de baten van persoonlijke relaties waarin emotionele steun
gegeven wordt. De meeste hypothesen met betrekking tot het belang dat gehecht
wordt aan persoonlijke relaties met specifieke relatiecategorieën kunnen niet aanvaard
worden. Blijkbaar is er nogal wat verschil tussen de houdingen en opvattingen van
mensen enerzijds en hun gedrag anderzijds. De periode dat men elkaar kent blijkt
nauwelijks van invloed op de kosten om een persoonlijke relatie aan te gaan of te
onderhouden. Het kost natuurlijk wel enige tijd om een persoonlijke relatie op te
bouwen, maar blijkbaar is dat geen kwestie van jaren.

In de literatuur wordt de analyse van persoonlijke netwerken vaak beperkt tol het
afzetten van proportie familie en omvang tegen bekende achtergrondvariabelen zoals
geslacht, leeftijd, burgerlijke staat en sociaal-economische status. Het gaat dan meer
om een beschrijving van verschillen in netwerken dan om de verklaring ervan. Het
idee achter deze studie is dat ook deze sociaal-structurele verschillen het gevolg zijn
van, en verklaard kunnen worden door, rationele-keuzevariabelen zoals beperkingen,
kosten en baten. In tabel 2 is aangegeven in hoeverre dat gelukt is. De eerste rij geeft
de proportie van de variantie aan die door de achtergrondvariabelen 'verklaard' kan
worden. In de tweede rij is hetzelfde gedaan, maar dan gecontroleerd voor de rationele-keuzevariabelen, hetgeen wil zeggen dat de variantie die aan die variabelen is
toegeschreven eruit gehaald is.
Voor de meeste deelnetwerken blijkt dat het grootste deel van de variantie die
oorspronkelijk 'veiklaard' werd door de achtergrondvariabelen toegeschreven kan
worden aan de intermedièrende rationele-keuzevariabelen (zie figuur 1). Dit is vooral
het geval voor de aanwezigheid van de partner, ouders en kinderen in het persoonlijke
netwerk. Ook voor schoonfamilie, collega's, buren en vrienden is de proportie variantie die door de achtcrgrondvariabelen wordt verklaard behoorlijk lager als er gecontro-

216

Tabd 2
Proportie verklaarde varianti« In dednetwerkomvang door aditergrondvarlabden
(ongecontroleerd en gecontroleerd voor beperkingen, kosten en baten)

model

partner ouder

kind

broer/ schoon-• ov.
colzus
fam. familie lega

buur

medelid kennis vriend

ongecontroleerd

.581

.420

.558

.088

.135

.076

.170

.048

.082

.049

.071

gecontroleerd

.000

.048

.017

.088

.010

.054

.063

.018

.091

.032

.021

leerd wordt voor verschillen in beperkingen, kosten en baten. Echter, met betrekking
tot broers en zussen, overige familie, medeleden van organisaties en kennissen is dit
veel minder het geval. Misschien kunnen de blijvende verschillen verklaard worden
uit andere rationele-keuze variabelen, maar het is ook mogelijk dat de rationelekeuzetheorie op sommige plaatsen tekortschiet. Hieronder zal, tot slot, nog kort
worden ingegaan op diverse sociaal-structurele verschillen en de rationele-keuzeverklaring die ervoor gegeven kan worden.
In tegenstelling tot wat vaak beweerd wordt, zijn de persoonlijke netwerken van
vrouwen niet meer op de familie georiënteerd dan die van mannen. Het is echter wel
zo dat vrouwen iets vaker dan mannen hun broers en zussen in het persoonlijk
netwerk opnemen, terwijl mannen juist iets vaker dan vrouwen persoonlijke relaties
met hun schoonfamilie onderhouden. Mannen hebben meer collega's in hun netwerk
dan vrouwen, omdat ze vaker buitenshuis werken en vaker full-time werken. Verder
hebben ze meer persoonlijke relaties met medeleden van verenigingen, wal slechts
gedeeltelijk verklaard kan worden uit het grotere aantal verenigingen waarvan ze lid
zijn. Vrouwen blijken echter weer meer kennissen in hun netwerk te hebben dan
mannen. Grosso modo verschillen de persoonlijke netwerken van mannen en vrouwen
niet erg veel van elkaar.
De verschillen in persoonlijk netwerk naar leeftijd zijn aanmerkelijk groter. De
populaire idee wil dat ouderen zich terugtrekken uit het sociale leven en dat familie
een grotere rol in hun netwerk gaat spelen. De proportie familie in het netwerk neemt
inderdaad sterk toe met leeftijd, maar dat blijkt alleen het gevolg te zijn van een
kleiner aantal persoonlijke relaties met niet-familie. Het absolute aantal familieleden
in het netwerk is stabiel over de levenscyclus. Echter, binnen de categorie familie zijn
er grote verschillen. Met de leeftijd neemt het belang van kinderen toe, terwijl dat van
ouders, broers en zussen afneemt. Een deel van dit verschil is natuurlijk het gevolg
van de beschikbaarheid van deze categorieën. Jonge mensen hebben nog geen
kinderen die oud genoeg zijn om hulp of steun te geven, terwijl oude mensen vaak
hun ouders al verloren hebben. Een ander deel kan worden verklaard doordat oudere
mensen verder van hun ouders en broers en zussen af wonen, hetgeen hogere kosten
met zich meebrengt. Echter, ook wanneer voor deze rationele-keuzevariabelen
gecontroleerd is blijft er een verschil bestaan, wat erop lijkt te wijzen dat de betrok-

217

kenheid langzaam verschuift van de leden van het ouderlijk gezin naar die van het
eigen gezin. Het verlies van persoonlijke relaties met niet-familie geldt vooral
collega's en vrienden. Het eerste is het gevolg van het met pensioen of VUT gaan.
Ouderen hebben tenslotte minder vrienden in hun netwerk, niet omdat ze minder
vrienden ter beschikking hebben, maar omdat die vrienden verder weg wonen en
omdat ouderen minder geneigd zijn hun persoonlijke problemen met anderen te
bespreken.
Gehuwden hebben meer familie in hun persoonlijk netwerk dan niet-gehuwden.
Wat betreft partner, kinderen en schoonfamilie is dat het gevolg van verschillen in
beschikbaarheid. De ongehuwden wenden zich vaker tot hun ouders, broers en zussen
omdat ze vaak nog in het ouderlijk huis wonen en deze grotere bereikbaarheid lagere
kosten met zich meebrengt. Na controle voor beperkingen, kosten en baten hebben
gehuwden en verweduwden minder broers en zussen in hun netwerk dan de ongehuwden. Met name wat betreft de verweduwden is dat verbazingwekkend, aangezien
verwacht mag worden dal broers en zussen als substituut kunnen dienen voor de
verloren partner. Verder hebben gehuwden meer buren in hun netwerk dan ongehuwden en verweduwden, omdat ze over het algemeen al langer in de buurt wonen. Ze
hebben echter minder persoonlijke relaties met kennissen en vrienden, omdat het grote
aantal familie en buren in hun netwerk de behoefte aan nog meer relaties verkleint.
Handarbeiders worden geacht meer persoonlijke relaties met familie, en minder
met niet-familie, te onderhouden dan hoofdarbeiders. Wat betreft de aantallen familieleden in het persoonlijk netwerk zijn geen verschillen te ontdekken, maar handarbeiders wenden zich voor hulp wel minder tot niet-familie dan hoofdarbeiders. Hoofdarbeiders hebben meer relaties met collega's, medeleden en vrienden dan handarbeiders.
Het eerste verschil is het gevolg van de grotere werkloosheid onder handarbeiders,
terwijl hel tweede deels verklaard wordt door hel grotere aantal verenigingen waarvan
hoofdarbeiders lid zijn.
De omvang van het persoonlijk netwerk stijgt fors met het opleidingsniveau,
hetgeen volledig voor rekening komt van relaties met niet-familie. Het idee dat de
familie een grotere rol speelt in de netwerken van de lager opgeleiden, klopt dus
alleen in relatieve zin. Absoluut gezien hebben hoger opgeleiden net zo veel familie
in hun netwerk als lager opgeleiden. Sterker nog, gecontroleerd voor beperkingen,
kosten en baten wenden hoger opgeleiden zich juist vaker tot hun ouders en kinderen
voor hulp of steun dan lager opgeleiden. Het grotere aantal persoonlijke relaties met
niet-familie wordt weerspiegeld in elke relatiecategorie behalve kennissen. Ze wenden
zich vaker tot vrienden voor hulp omdat ze meer vrienden hebben en ze meer geneigd
zijn hun problemen met anderen te bespreken. Dat laatste vormt, tezamen met het
vaker buitenshuis werken, een gedeeltelijke verklaring voor het grotere aantal collega's in de netwerken van de hoger opgeleiden. Het grotere aantal medeleden is deels
het gevolg van het grotere aantal verenigingen waarvan hoger opgeleiden lid zijn. De
resterende opleidingsverschillen worden wel toegeschreven aan de grotere sociale
vaardigheden van de hoger opgeleiden. Tenslotte blijken hoger opgeleiden, tegen de
verwachting, zelfs meer buren in hun netwerk te hebben dan lager opgeleiden.
De resultaten met betrekking tot urbanisatiegraad laten geen duidelijk patroon zien en
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bevestigen zeker niet de populaire idee dat stedelingen minder persoonlijke relaties
hebben dan mensen op het platteland. Het is echter wel zo dat het gemiddelde aantal
familieleden in het persoonlijk netwerk afneemt met urbanisatiegraad, hetgeen deels
het gevolg is van het grotere aantal ongehuwden, die per slot van rekening minder
schoonfamilie hebben, in de grote steden. In tegenstelling tot wat velen beweren is
het aantal persoonlijke relaties met buren in de grote stad niet kleiner dan op het
platteland.

5

Evaluatie en suggesties voor verder onderzoek

De probleemstelling van deze studie was het vinden van een verklaring voor de
verschillen in omvang en samenstelling van persoonlijke netwerken. De rationelekeuzetheorie blijkt hiervoor een redelijke tot goede verklaring te kunnen geven.
Hoewel ook andere theoretische verklaringen mogelijk zijn, is het voorlopig nog de
vraag of die net zo veel van de variantie in persoonlijke netwerken kunnen verklaren
als de rationele-keuzetheorie.
Het netwerkafbakeningsinstrument, zoals gepresenteerd in paragraaf 3, is een
goed en weloverwogen instrument dan van harte wordt aanbevolen voor verder
gebruik. Onderzoekers die het instrument te uitgebreid en tijdrovend vinden wordt
geadviseerd niet hun toevlucht te zoeken tot de rol- of affectieve benadering, maar te
volstaan met een kleiner aantal ruilvragen, zoals besproken in Van der Poel (1993a).
Verder is het verstandig de restrictie van vijf namen per vraag los te laten of te
verruimen tot tien. De vraag naar 'uitgaan' dient dan echter wel geformuleerd te
worden als: 'minstens eens per maand uitgaan', omdat sommige mensen anders te
veel personen gaan noemen die niet zo belangrijk zijn.
Een belangrijk aspect van persoonlijk-netwerkonderzoek is het multi-niveaukarakter. Op het netwerkniveau kan men proberen te verklaren waarom de ene persoon
een groter netwerk heeft dan de andere. Op het relatieniveau kan men proberen te
verklaren waarom de ene relatie een persoonlijke inhoud heeft en de andere niet. Het
dala-materiaal dat voorhanden was maakte een analyse op het relatieniveau onmogelijk. Van de nood een deugd makend, is daarom voor de oplossing gekozen om het
persoonlijk netwerk in deelnetwerken op te splitsen om vervolgens de omvang van
die deelnetwerken te verklaren. Verder is geprobeerd om de onderlinge afhankelijkheden tussen de deelnetwerken enigszins te modelleren via de hypothesen met betrekking tot het principe van de afnemende meeropbrengst. Een betere oplossing daarvoor
zou een multi-niveau analyse zijn. Daarvoor zijn echter uitgebreidere data nodig en
bovendien staan de analyse-technieken voor dit soort data nog in de kinderschoenen
(Van Duijn, 1993; Snijders, Sprcen & Zwaagstra, 1993). Verder onderzoek zou zich
met name hierop moeien concentreren.
Het persoonlijk netwerk is in deze studie afgebakend met behulp van vragen
over emotionele steun, praktische steun en sociale activiteiten. Dit onderscheid heeft
verder geen rol meer gespeeld. Het is echter zeer wel mogelijk dat de hier gespecificeerde kosten en baten een differentiële invloed hebben op relaties waarin verschil-
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lende soorten steun wordt uitgewisseld (Van Busschbach, 1992b). Reisafstand zal een
grotere invloed hebben op relaties waarvan vooral praktische steun wordt verwacht,
aangezien emotionele steun eventueel ook over de telefoon gegeven kan worden. Een
ander voorbeeld is, zoals we gezien hebben, dat zelf-onthulling vooral van invloed is
op relaties met collega's en vrienden, relaties dus waarin met name emotionele steun
wordt uitgewisseld. Nadere analyses zijn nodig om te onderzoeken of er sprake is van
een dergelijke differentiële invloed.
Een andere suggestie voor verder onderzoek is om te zoeken naar andere of
betere operationalisatie van de beperkingen, kosten en baten van het vormen en
onderhouden van persoonlijke relaties. De beschikbaarheid van collega's kan bijvoorbeeld veel nauwkeuriger bepaald worden. Datzelfde geldt voor de reisafstand. Contactmogelijkheden met buren zouden geïndiceerd kunnen worden door hel hebben van
aangrenzende tuinen of de aanwezigheid van buurtwinkels. Tenslotte zou een uitgebreidere meting van houdingen en attitudes, persoonlijkheidskenmerken en sociale
vaardigheden een aanvullende verklaring kunnen geven voor verschillen in de omvang
en samenstelling van persoonlijke netwerken.
Al met al biedt deze studie voldoende veelbelovende aanknopingspunten om het
onderzoek naar een rationele-keuzetheoretische verklaring van persoonlijke netwerken
voort te zetten en uit te breiden.
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Stellingen
behorend bij het proefschrift van Mart van der Poel
Personal networks: A rational-choice explanation
of their size and composition
1.

Bij de opbouw en instandhouding van een persoonlijk netwerk spelen rationele
overwegingen evenzeer een rol als bij de aanschaf van bijvoorbeeld een fiets of
een huis (dit proefschrift).
2. Het overgrote deel van de in de literatuur gerapporteerde sociaal-structurele verschillen in de omvang en samenstelling van het persoonlijk netwerk is terug te
voeren op verschillen in beperkingen in, en kosten en baten van het aangaan en
onderhouden van specifieke soorten persoonlijke relaties (dit proefschrift).
3. De instandhouding van persoonlijke relaties, zelfs oudcr-kind relaties, wordt
negatief beïnvloed door de reisafstand, ofwel "uit het oog, uit het persoonlijk
netwerk" (dit proefschrift).
4. De omvang van persoonlijke (deel)netwerken wordt in de literatuur veelal ten
onrechte als Normaal-verdeeld behandeld, terwijl een Poisson of binomiale
verdeling duidelijk meer voor de hand ligt (dit proefschrift).
5. De in de literatuur meest gebruikte indicator voor de samenstelling van het
persoonlijk netwerk, te weten het percentage familieleden, is gezien de grote
diversiteit in soorten relaties binnen de hoofdcategorieën familie en niet-familie
niet voldoende om de complexiteit van de netwerksamenstelling adequaat weer
te geven (Van der Poel, Feiling & Fiselier, 1991).
6. Het groeiend aantal alleenstaanden vormt, vanwege het inefficiënte gebruik van
grondstoffen en energie, een zwaar onderschatte bedreiging voor het milieu.
7. Een grote spreiding in de moeilijkheidsgraad van items en een grote homogeniteit van de onderzoeksgroep leiden tot een lage Cronbach's alfa Deze is daarom
alleen geschikt als betrouwbaarheidsmaat indien hij a priori is bepaald aan de
hand van een representatieve steekproef uit de onderzoekspopulatie, en per
definitie ongeschikt als schaalbaarheidsmaat (Schils, Van der Poel & Weltens,
1991).
8. Indien we aannemen dat de huidige generatie wetenschappers gemiddeld even
intelligent en vlijtig is als de vorige, dan moet de fenomenale toename van het
aantal wetenschappelijke publikaties in de laatste decennia tot een aanzienlijk
lagere informatiedichtheid hebben geleid.
9. Als men tot het internationale netwerk van sociaal netwerkonderzoekers gerekend wil worden, dan moet men minstens één maal Mark Granovetter's "The
strength of weak ties" citeren (Granovetter, 1973).
10. Een kinderbijslagstelsel waarbij men voor elk volgend kind meer krijgt dan voor
het voorgaande terwijl de kosten lager zijn, kan niet anders geïnterpreteerd
worden dan als een maatregel om de bevolkingsgroei te stimuleren en dient
daarom als achterhaald te worden aangemerkt.

Propositions
accompanying the doctoral dissertation of Mart van der Poel
Personal networks: A rational-choice explanation
of their size and composition
1.

In building and maintaining a personal network people make rational decisions,
just as well as in buying, for instance, a bicycle or a house (this thesis).
2. The largest part of the socio-structural differences in personal network size and
composition reported in the literature is the result of differences in constraints
in, and costs and benefits of establishing and maintaining personal relationships
(this thesis).
3. Travel distance has a negative effect on the maintenance of personal relationships, even parent-child relations, or "out of sight, out of the personal network"
(this thesis).
4. In the literature, personal (sub)network size is wrongfully treated as a Normally
distributed variable, while a Poisson or binomial distribution is much more
appropriate (this thesis).
5. Although often used, the proportion of kin is inadequate as an indicator of
personal network composition, because it does not capture the large diversity in
relationship types within the broad categories of kin and nonkin (Van der Poel,
Felling & Fiselier, 1991).
6. The growing number of people living alone is a much underestimated threat to
the environment because of the inefficient use of raw materials and energy.
7. A large range of item difficulties and homogeneity of the subject sample both
have a detrimental effect on Cronbach's alpha. Therefore, Cronbach's alpha is
only useful as a measure of reliability when it is computed a priori, in the phase
of test development with a representative sample of the subject population.
Furthermore, it is fundamentally inappropriate as a measure of scalability
(Schils, Van der Poel & Weltens, 1991).
8. If we assume that the present generation of scientists is as intelligent and hardworking as the previous one, then the phenomenal increase in the number of
scientific publications in the last decades must have led to a considerably lower
information density.
9. If one wants to belong to the international network of network researchers, one
should cite Mark Granovetter's "The strength of weak ties" at least once
(Granovetter, 1973).
10. A child benefit system in which one receives a larger allowance for every next
child compared to the previous one, while the costs decrease, can only be seen
as a measure to stimulate population growth and must, therefore, be considered
outdated.

