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Chapter 1

1.1 Introduction
This dissertation examines blind spots in our understanding of one big idea, namely that
‘the people we know matter’.
The people we know matter in many ways. They provide recommendations,
information, personal advice, or simply a sympathetic ear when we need someone to
talk to. In these ways and many others, social contacts help individuals to secure a job
(e.g., Franzen, 2006), to find a home (e.g., Röper, Volker, & Flap, 2009), and to maintain
their health (De Silva, 2005; Kwachi, Subramanian, & Kim, 2008). In fact, it is difficult to
imagine a domain where our social connections are not helpful in reaching our aims. The
value of supportive others in our lives is evident.
In formal terms, this idea has been called ‘social capital’. In this dissertation, I rely on
a network perspective that views social capital as valuable resources embedded in people’s
personal relationships (Coleman, 1988; Flap & Volker, 2004; Lin, 2001; Lin & Erickson,
2008; Van der Gaag, Snijders, & Flap, 2008). Social capital refers not to the resources that
a focal individual owns themselves, like their individual skills, knowledge, or wealth.
Instead, it refers to the resources that the focal individual’s social contacts possess and that
they are able to lend to the focal individual.1
Social contacts provide different types of resources. They can provide resources that
help individuals reach their social-emotional aims, like when a friend listens to one’s
sorrows, which helps maintain one’s well-being. This type of social capital is called
expressive social capital (Lin, 2001). Social contacts can also provide resources that help
achieve instrumental aims, like when a friend proofreads one’s CV, which helps to secure
a new job. This type of social capital is called instrumental social capital (Lin, 2001).
Unlike expressive social capital, instrumental social capital is particularly useful when
it consists of a diversity of resources (Erickson, 2003; Lin & Dumin, 1986; Van der Gaag,
2005). To secure a better-paying job, it is less beneficial to know five people who can all
help proofread the CV than it is to know only one person who can proofread the CV, but
then also know one person who is familiar with the company culture, one who has tips on
how to negotiate the salary, one who helps polish the presentation, and one who babysits
the kids while one is working on all the other tasks.

1
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Alternative definitions of social capital continue to exist across different literatures. They define social
capital at different levels of abstraction and highlight different benefits of being embedded in a social structure. The macro-level definition views social capital not as a network-level phenomenon but as a collective
phenomenon that is measurable in terms of civic norms, generalized trust, association membership, and
voluntary activities (Putnam, 2000).

Synthesis
A diversity of resources is typically more beneficial, because more of the same resource
provides redundant support and therefore only diminishing marginal returns. Diversity
in instrumental social capital was shown to help individuals secure a higher-status job
(Erickson, 2001), to buffer against ethnic inequality in the receipt of job leads (McDonald,
Lin, & Ao, 2009), and to help entrepreneurs increase their firms’ employment rates
(Schutjens & Volker, 2010).
The benefits of our social connections, in short, our social capital, are widely
acknowledged. However, there are still several gaps in our understanding of how social
capital is created and maintained and how it produces its returns (Flap & Volker, 2004). The
aim of this dissertation is to shed light on several blind spots in the creation, maintenance,
and returns of social capital as outlined below:
With regard to the creation of social capital, a basic prerequisite is contact between
individuals.2 We know that social contexts provide meeting opportunities with certain
others (i.e., opportunity structure) and that preferences for similarity guide whom we
choose to engage with (i.e., individual choice; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). Like many
studies before, this dissertation studies similarity with regard to relevant sociodemographic
characteristics, like gender, age, or education level.
The creation of social capital is not necessarily purposive. Social capital can emerge as a
by-product of seemingly unrelated decisions, such as becoming a member of an association
or choosing a particular job, or from the mere joy of engaging with a certain person (Flap
& Volker, 2004). Still, these examples of social capital as a by-product can be understood in
terms of meeting opportunities and preferences for similarity. Becoming a member of an
association or choosing a particular job provides meeting opportunities with potentially
useful others. As to the mere joy of social interaction, we know that people typically enjoy
interacting with others when they believe they have something in common.
Apart from meeting opportunities and preferences for similar others, our understanding
of the creation of social capital is very limited. Among others, it is not clear what drives
individuals to enter certain meeting opportunities in the first place, and it is not clear what
forces, other than attraction to similarity, motivate individual choice. In this dissertation,
I suggest two additional explanations for the creation of social capital. First, differences
in personality patterns are indicative of both the types of meeting opportunities that
individuals enter and the types of people they prefer to engage with. I therefore argue
that personality affects individuals’ ability to create social capital. Second, individuals
might not only prefer similarity, but they might also reject dissimilarity. Preferences for
2

Social networks are not the same as social capital, but social networks provide social capital. I elaborate
on this distinction in Chapter 2.
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Chapter 1
similarity and rejection of dissimilarity may sound like two sides of the same coin, but they
are theoretically distinct. Experimental research shows that individuals who favor their
ingroup do not necessarily discriminate against the outgroup (Balliet, Wu, & De Dreu,
2014; J. Feld, Salamanca, & Hamermesh, 2016). Similarly, individuals might have a strong
dislike of members of one outgroup while being relatively neutral toward their ingroup
(Huckfeldt, 1983) as well as members of other outgroups (Adida, Laitin, & Valfort, 2016). As
I show in this dissertation, preferences for similarity and rejection of dissimilarity underlie
different motivations and have different consequences for the creation of social capital.
We also know hardly anything about the maintenance of social capital. Even though
longitudinal network analysis has received increasing attention in the past decades (e.g.,
Snijders, 2001; Snijders, van de Bunt, & Steglich, 2010), the majority of social capital studies
remain cross-sectional. While we have a good understanding of resources available in
a network at a certain time point, we often do not know how this network emerged
over time. In particular, we do not yet fully understand which ties get lost and why. In
this dissertation, I argue that dissimilar ties are more likely to be lost than similar ties,
because they are more difficult to maintain. The findings highlight the importance of
understanding tie maintenance for our understanding of social capital.
Finally, with regard to the returns of social capital, we have a good understanding of the
benefits of diversity in social capital, but less so of similarity. Several studies show that
diversity in social capital benefits individuals’ careers (Erickson, 2001; Flap & Boxman,
2000; Lin, 1999b) as well as their health and well-being (Song, 2011; Song & Lin, 2009).
Less well studied are the returns to social capital that are provided by individuals who
are similar. We do not yet know to what extent, under what conditions, and for whom
similarity in networks is beneficial. In this dissertation, I explore the benefits of similarity
for well-being among individuals who occupy different social positions. My findings
highlight the importance of considering divergent returns of social capital depending on
individual ethnicity and wealth.
To sum up, this dissertation sheds light on four specific blind spots in the creation,
maintenance, and returns of social capital by addressing four concrete research questions:
What is the role of personality in the creation of social capital?
What is the role of rejection of dissimilarity in the creation of social capital?
What is the role of dissimilarity in the maintenance and loss of social ties?
Under what conditions does similarity in social ties benefit well-being?
The following sections show how addressing these four research questions adds to
our understanding of the creation (Section 1.2), maintenance (Section 1.3), and returns of
social capital (Section 1.4).
14
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1.2 How is Social Capital Created?
A major determinant of social capital is an individual’s own social standing (Bourdieu,
1980; Flap & Volker, 2004; Lin, 1999b, 2008; Lin & Erickson, 2008). Depending on their
family background, their educational background, their gender or ethnicity, or the jobs
they occupy, people are able to access different amounts and kinds of resources via their
social ties. Because people primarily know others who resemble them, individual social
status is highly predictive of access to social capital. People have a remarkable tendency
to form personal relationships with those who are similar to them—a phenomenon
termed homophily. The ubiquity of homophily becomes apparent in the observation
that people associate with those who are similar to them across a wide range of relevant
social distinctions, such as gender, age, ethnicity, and occupations (McPherson, SmithLovin, & Cook, 2001). And the tendency to form similar ties is present across a variety of
relationships, such as friends, acquaintances, and neighbors (Mollenhorst, 2009).
To say that homophily structures access to social capital merely tells us that those who
control many resources have social connections to others who also control many resources.
To understand how social capital is created, we need to clarify how social relationships are
created and why so many of our relationships are with similar others.
A useful framework for understanding how social relationships are created is offered
by the choice-constraint model (Fischer, 1982; Fischer, Jackson, Stueve, Gerson, & Jones,
1977). This framework views social relationships as being both structurally determined and
carved by individual agents who make choices within structural constraints. It integrates
the supply-side perspective that we can form social ties only with individuals we get to
meet (Blau & Schwartz, 1982) and the demand-side perspective that individuals do not
indiscriminately befriend everyone they encounter. Individuals make choices, and these
choices are likely guided by preferences or predispositions. Figure 1 shows a visualization
of the choice-constraint model predicting an outcome.
Figure 1: Conceptual framework of the choice-constraint model predicting an outcome.
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This framework can usefully be applied to our understanding of why ties are more
likely between similar people, and by extension how social capital is created. In order to
form ties, indiviuals need to meet. And they meet others in a variety of social contexts, such
as work, schools, and neighborhoods (Mollenhorst, 2009). These social contexts typically
attract similar people (S. L. Feld, 1982). This is not necessarily because individuals expect
to find like-minded people, but because certain social contexts, activities, or meeting
spaces are more accessible or relevant to certain people (Blau & Schwartz, 1982; McPherson
& Smith-Lovin, 1987). Parents of young children meet at day care centers, children and
adolescents meet in educational institutions, and colleagues meet at the workplace. The
segregation of meeting opportunities leads individuals to meet primarily people who
resemble them (S. L. Feld, 1982). Without a reference to individual choice, segregation in
meeting spaces already explains some degree of homophily observed in personal networks.
In the absence of other forces that could promote homophily, we typically find at least
some degree of baseline similarity in networks (i.e., baseline homophily), because meeting
opportunities are biased toward similarity.
Apart from structural constraints, individuals can and do make decisions within the
constraints of who is available to them (McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). They choose
with whom to strike up a conversation in the office’s coffee corner, which of their neighbors
they invite to the BBQ, and which fellow sports mates they grab a drink with after training.
Indeed, personal network compositions are rarely a perfect reflection of the contexts from
which ties are selected. They rather tend to be more homogeneous, and this observation is
often explained by individual preferences for similarity (McPherson et al., 2001). Network
studies rarely explicitly measure such preferences, but it seems to be a sensible assumption,
seeing that interacting with people who have something in common is experienced as more
rewarding. People of similar sociodemographic characteristics tend to share knowledge
(Carley, 1991; Mayhew, McPherson, Rotolo, & Smith-Lovin, 1995) as well as language and
cultural tastes (Marks, 1994), which makes communication easier. Of all the neighbors
available, the parent of a young child may decide to invite over another parent of a young
child, because they can talk about issues relevant to their families and children.
The choice-constraint framework highlights both structural and individual choice
factors that explain how personal networks come about. It provides a useful starting point
for our understanding of the creation of social capital. However, in this dissertation I also
show to what extent this framework is limited. I suggest several relevant extensions of
the choice-constraint model to improve our understanding of the creation, maintenance,
and returns of social capital. Figure 2 visualizes this extended choice-constraint model,
which also serves as the conceptual framework of this dissertation.
16
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Figure 2: Conceptual framework of this dissertation.

1

Individuals Select Opportunity Structures

First, rather than accepting an opportunity structure as a given, this dissertation extends
the choice-constraint framework by viewing opportunity structures as partly selected
by individuals. Individuals do not randomly end up in social contexts, but they do make
decisions to move to certain neighborhoods, to start particular hobbies, to spend their
evening in a bar with friends or reading a book on the couch. How can we understand
the individual choice to select opportunity structures? In this dissertation, I show that
personality differences can teach us a great deal about which opportunity structures
individuals select themselves into. Personality traits are rather stable patterns of cognitions,
emotions, and behaviors. They motivate individuals to seek out social over solitary
activities, and diverse over familiar settings. I argue that because of this, personality
patterns have implications for the social capital that individuals build up. My empirical
findings show that individuals who are more extraverted and more open to experiences
have access to more instrumental social capital, measured as the number of social contacts
who can provide a range of valuable socioeconomic resources.
Extraverts are individuals who prefer social activities, and they accordingly enter contexts
where they meet a large number of others. Extraverts are gregarious, have a lot of social
energy, and are able to maintain interactions with many people. It turns out that this type
of cognitive-behavioral predisposition is beneficial for the resources that extraverts are able
to access via their social connections. Extraverts do not necessarily target others knowing
that they will provide unique resources, but their access to more instrumental social capital
is likely a by-product of the large number of social contacts they are able to maintain.
17
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Open individuals are those who prefer new, unconventional, and diverse settings.
Unlike extraverts, who know a diverse set of others because they know many people, more
open individuals are more directly set to meeting a diversity of people. Meeting a diversity
of others implies overcoming the homophily hurdle. This is beneficial for the creation
of social capital, because people who are unlike us are able to provide resources that are
varied, distant, and non-redundant. In line with this, my empirical findings show that the
more open individuals are, the more access they have to a variety of instrumental resources.
Interestingly, other personality traits, namely conscientiousness, agreeableness, and
emotional stability were unrelated to instrumental resources. A possible reason is that,
unlike extraversion and openness, these personality traits have no direct implications
for the types of settings or contexts that individuals choose to enter. Agreeableness and
emotional stability do, however, have implications for the ways individuals maintain their
existing relationships. More agreeable and more emotionally stable individuals are better
equipped to positively engage with their existing social ties, and they are more likely to
report that they have access to social-emotional support when they need it.
The findings regarding personality and social capital have direct implications for the
choice-constraint model (see Figure 2). Research on homophily typically regards choice
as occurring within a given opportunity structure. This is well reflected in common
terminology dissecting homophily into baseline homophily (i.e., whom you get to meet
within a context; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987) and choice homophily (i.e., who it is
that you choose within a given context; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). Research that
does consider why certain individuals enter certain opportunity structures typically
references larger social structures that draw individuals of certain social positions
into certain social contexts. For example, individuals with more prestigious family
backgrounds are more likely to enter higher education institutions, where they in turn
meet others of similar backgrounds. Again, these are constraint arguments that do not
fully elaborate on the individual agency to choose to enter certain contexts. In contrast,
this dissertation argues that individuals make decisions to enter certain opportunity
structures irrespective of their social position. Indeed, I find hardly any significant
interactions between personality and social background, suggesting that personality
matters in and of itself, regardless of social background. Unlike much previous work,
which views individual agency as something that expresses itself once a setting is entered,
I conclude that individuals make decisions to enter certain contexts and that personality

18
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differences are indicative of the choices that individuals make.3 This dissertation shows
that personality is one factor that can help us understand how individuals end up in
selective meeting opportunities, and there may be several other factors. Considering
additional expressions of individual choice might help us reach a better understanding
of why different individuals face different opportunity structures.
A first suggestion for extending the choice-constraint framework is to consider
individual choice as occurring in two steps: In a first step, individuals select themselves
into social settings, given the social settings that are accessible to them. In a second step,
they select social ties that are available to them within the chosen contexts (see Figure 2).

Individuals Reject Dissimilarity if it is not
Instrumental to Their Social Capital

The second extension that this dissertation provides is that it unpacks the drivers
underlying individual choice within an opportunity structure. Rather than considering
only preferences for similarity, it also considers rejection of dissimilarity. As discussed
above, when researchers apply the choice-constraint model to explain homogeneity
in networks, they consider the composition of the social context to provide a baseline
level of homogeneity in personal networks. Typically, networks deviate toward more
similarity, and this is interpreted as individual choice guided by preferences for similarity.
This dissertation scrutinizes this assumption by demonstrating that an equally plausible
interpretation is that individual choice is guided by rejection of dissimilarity. I explore
the possibility that individuals do not only choose to connect with similar others, but
they also choose to forgo connecting with dissimilar others even though they have plenty
of opportunities to meet them. I propose that the extent to which individuals forgo
connecting with dissimilar others depends on their social group belonging. I argue that
individuals belonging to groups that control many resources are more motivated to forgo
social connections with dissimilar others who are less likely to provide valuable resources.
I tested these predictions in the context of Dutch neighborhoods, because neighborhoods
in the Netherlands are the second-most important socializing context. After the work
context, neighborhoods are the context in which individuals meet the largest number of
their social connections (Mollenhorst, Volker, & Flap, 2008). A methodological advantage
of studying neighborhood networks is that I was able to account for many aspects of

3

The question of whether personality is in itself a constraint that is imposed on individuals, for example
by inheritance, is beyond the scope of this dissertation. In this section, I merely seek to make the point
that personality affects the meeting opportunities that individuals enter into as well as their individual
preferences for similarity or tolerance toward dissimilarity.
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the opportunity structure, such as the neighborhood composition, from which social
ties are selected. Information on the neighborhood composition in terms of gender, age,
ethnicity, work, and marital status enables mapping to what extent networks deviate from
the neighborhood composition, as well as whether certain social groups are more likely
to have homogeneous networks than others. Detailed information on resources that ego
controls, namely financial, cultural, and social resources, allowed me to test whether egos
who control more resources are more likely to forgo dissimilar neighborhood ties.
Unlike much previous work, I did not simply interpret network homogeneity that
extends above and beyond neighborhood homogeneity as being the result of preferences
for similarity. Instead, I applied a theoretical model that details tie formation as a process
occurring over time, where individuals both unintentionally and purposefully meet
others. This distinction between unintentional and purposeful encounters is based on
the reasoning that individuals do not only seek out others within a context—typically
similar others—which is considered a purposeful action. But they also have many random
encounters that they did not seek out purposefully—typically both similar and dissimilar
others. Individuals unintentionally meet others within the neighborhood when they
walk their dog, wait for their doctor’s appointment, or shop at the local grocery store.
Several of these encounters will be with dissimilar others and they are unavoidable. What
individuals can and do avoid is to engage with a dissimilar neighbor upon unintentionally
encountering them. In my empirical analyses, I modeled the extent to which individuals
avoided engaging in interactions with dissimilar others. The prediction was that people
who control more resources show more rejection of dissimilar others because they have
less to gain from engaging with people who control fewer resources.
My findings showed that older, native-born, employed, and married individuals
controlled more financial, cultural, and social resources. I also found that it is exactly
these groups that have networks that are more homogeneous than expected given the
neighborhood composition and that this can be explained by high rates of rejection of
dissimilarity. Even though they have the opportunity to connect with many dissimilar
neighbors, they forgo the majority of possibilities to form ties with them and instead
stick with their ingroup. My interpretation is that this behavior enables groups that are
better off to keep valuable resources within their own circles. One way that members
of the privileged groups increase their social capital is by being selective with regard to
whom they chose to engage with. While diverse networks are generally beneficial for
instrumental social capital, it seems that diverse networks are relatively more beneficial for
people who control fewer resources compared to people who control many resources. Put
differently, for those who control many resources, homophily is relatively more beneficial.
20
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The conclusion for the choice-constraint model is that when considering the decisions
individuals make within a certain context, an alternative to preferences for similarity is to
view individual choice as the purposeful rejection of associating with dissimilar others,
in particular when individuals expect little benefits from such connections (see Figure 2).

1. 3 How is Social Capital Maintained?

1

Previous research has extensively focused on tie formation, which is unsurprising given
the fact that every tie observed in a network must have come into being. As the first two
extensions of the choice-constraint model show, tie formation offers a rich account of why
individuals are connected to certain others and how this relates to the resources they are
able to access. Much less is known about processes at play after a tie has been established.
We know little about how ties are maintained and, by extension, how the resources
within those ties are preserved or even accumulated. In the context of social capital this
is surprising for two reasons: first, social ties are not created once in order to last forever.
If poorly maintained, they are lost over time (Burt, 2002; Kleinbaum, 2017). Previous work
shows that within the scope of a few years, the majority of social relationships dissipate
and are replaced (Mollenhorst, Volker, & Flap, 2014). This highlights the prevalence of
network dynamics and suggests that our understanding of social capital would benefit
from moving beyond cross-sectional snapshots of network compositions.
Second, within the social capital literature a key mechanism for the creation of social
capital is investment in social ties. Knowing a person who controls resources fulfills only
a necessary condition for social capital. Whether an individual is able to actually reap
the benefits of another person’s resources depends on that person’s willingness to share
their resources. Closer ties, such as long-term friends, are more willing to grant us larger
favors than individuals we just met. An important explanation is that we are more likely
to have previously invested in friends than in newly met acquaintances. The investment in
social ties is akin to a trust game (Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995). When people extend
favors to others, they do not expect immediate returns. Rather, an exchange of favors is
often delayed and occurs via indirect reciprocity (Flap & Volker, 2013). If we help a friend
by babysitting their child today, we do not expect them to babysit our child tomorrow.
Such direct reciprocity is rare in friendly social connections. Instead, and this depends
on the relationship’s ‘shadow of the past’, individuals trust that the investment will be
returned to them indirectly and when the need for help arises. A delay does bear the risk of
handing out favors but not receiving anything in return. Access to social capital therefore
21
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depends on the strength, duration, and trust inherent in a relationship. This highlights
the importance of understanding the history of social ties in a network and how they are
maintained. Considering the link between homophily and instrumental social capital, it
is possible that dissimilar ties are not only less likely to be formed, but also that they are
more likely to be lost after they have entered the network.
In this dissertation, I argued that dissimilar ties are more difficult to maintain and are
hence more likely to be lost over time. I considered three barriers that dissimilar ties must
overcome in order to be kept over time, namely a lack of meeting opportunities, preferences
for similar others, and a lack of network embeddedness. I considered dissimilarity in
a range of relevant social characteristics, namely gender, age, ethnicity, education, and
work status. My findings confirmed that social ties are more likely to be lost when the
social tie is dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity. I also tested three possible
explanations for a steeper decay of dissimilar ties compared to similar ties, namely a lack
of meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and network embeddedness captured
as the number of indirect connections that bind the alter to ego. Results showed that
neither meeting opportunities nor network embeddedness could explain why ties that
were dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity were more likely to be lost. Only
preferences for similarity explained why ties that were dissimilar in terms of ethnicity
were lost more easily. Preferences did not explain why ties that were dissimilar in terms
of other social dimensions were lost. Finally, I also explored whether the three barriers
tested are more pronounced in the early years of the relationships and are overcome in
the long run. Investment costs of tie maintenance might decrease over time and make
dissimilar ties more resilient. I did find that the majority of dissimilar ties are lost within
the first 10 years of the relationship, as well as that the risk of tie loss steeply declined and
remained stable after the social bond has survived this turbulent first period. However,
meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and network embeddedness did not seem
to explain tie loss in either the early or later years of the relationship.
Interestingly, the loss of many dissimilar alters did not affect the level of homogeneity
at the personal network level. Networks did not become more homogeneous as the result
of the loss of dissimilar ties. This is because dissimilar alters were not only lost more easily,
but they were also replaced with alters who shared relevant characteristics with lost alters.
In other words, dissimilar alters had a higher turnover rate than similar alters.
While the selective loss of dissimilar alters did not produce homogeneous networks,
it still has implications for the accessibility of resources in personal networks. A higher
turnover rate of dissimilar ties means that dissimilar alters are present in the network for
a shorter period of time, which implies that ego had less time to invest in the relationship
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and to build up trust, which makes dissimilar alters less likely to be considered as a source
of help if need be.
These findings provide an important implication for the choice-constraint model,
namely that there is a certain stability in the composition of networks that we are unable
to explain with any of the well-established explanations of tie formation. While individual
alters seem to come and go, especially if they are dissimilar, the composition of the overall
network is stable.
One possibility is that individuals have rather stable needs, and that given certain
restrictions they are motivated and able to carve networks that are best equipped to
satisfy those needs. The ideal network—meaning a network that is rich in resources—
likely consists of both similar and dissimilar others, which might explain why individuals
maintain a certain degree of dissimilarity in their networks. Dissimilar alters are not
replaced by similar ones, as studies on preferences for similarity might predict, but they
are replaced by dissimilar alters that resemble the lost ones. Some research praises the
combination of densely connected ties of similar others in the center of one’s network, and
wide, sparse, and loosely connected ties of diverse others at the periphery of one’s network
(Burt, 2001; Granovetter, 1973). Other research shows the benefits of bonding and bridging
social capital (Putnam, 2000; Woolcock & Narayan, 2000), where bonding social capital
refers to a sense of identity and belonging typically provided by similar others. Bridging
social capital refers to remote resources that are accessed via dissimilar social ties.
Previous research has employed slightly different conceptualizations of social capital,
but generally speaking, the conclusions are the same: To live a good life, we need both
similar and dissimilar ties, because they provide resources that are useful for different
needs. If those needs stay stable over time, like they generally do in adults, then we can
understand the stability of network compositions over time.

1.4 Returns of Social Capital
In a final step, this dissertation considers how individuals benefit from social capital,
particularly in the face of forces to associate with similar others. Many benefits of social
capital have been suggested, with the most prominent being the ability to acquire a job
or to climb the occupational ladder. While economic security or occupational status are
important aims, it can be argued that they ultimately serve the bigger aim of reaching a
state of well-being. Hence, I focus on how social capital can help individuals achieve wellbeing as indicated by feelings of happiness and lack of worry.
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The findings of this dissertation thus far have affirmed that those who have access to
a lot of resources are typically connected to others who can also offer a lot of resources
and hence a lot of benefits. It is less clear how individuals allocate their resources and reap
the benefits of social capital if they themselves are located in a disadvantaged position.
To study this, I focused on a vulnerable group, namely migrants. Migrants are typically
located in lower social strata and experience a range of hardships, which impair their ability
to invest in others. I consider two sources of social capital that might help them achieve
well-being: one type of social capital that does require investments, namely strong social
ties, and one that does not require investments, namely fleeting encounters with similar
others in one’s residential area. One possibility is that migrants’ ability to invest in others
explains when they benefit more from social ties versus fleeting encounters with similar
others. If they are able to invest in others, they benefit from social ties, while if they are
less able to invest in others, they benefit more from fleeting encounters. Poverty status
serves as a proxy for ability to invest in others, because it captures severe financial but
also social and psychological strain that makes it harder for poor individuals to build up
valuable connections and to nurture their existing ties.
In line with the above reasoning, my empirical findings confirm the prediction that
factors that are generally thought to help individuals maintain their well-being depend
on ability to invest. Specifically, I find that whether migrants benefit from social capital
depends on their poverty status. Migrants below the poverty line strongly benefit from
fleeting encounters but not social ties. Migrants above the poverty line do not benefit from
fleeting encounters, but they somewhat benefit from social ties. This suggests that more
disadvantaged groups, such as migrants below the poverty line, benefit more from social
capital that is easily accessible and does not require individual investments.

1. 5 Discussion and Conclusions
This dissertation illuminates some of the blind spots in our understanding of the creation,
maintenance, and returns of social capital. To this end, it critically engages with the choiceconstraint model and provides three extensions. Previous work on the creation of social
capital highlights that meeting opportunities are biased toward similar others and that
individual preferences for similarity guide our association choices (McPherson et al., 2001).
This can be summarized into the choice-constraint framework (see Figure 1), which views
individuals as decision-making agents who select similar others (i.e., individual choice) from
the pool of mostly similar others who are available to them (i.e., opportunity structure).
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The first contribution of this dissertation is that individuals do not only select
others within an opportunity structure, but they are also able to select the opportunity
structure itself. Personality traits are one driver of the individual decision to enter social
situations versus solitary ones (i.e., extraversion) or the decision to enter novel settings
versus familiar ones (i.e., openness to experience). The types of settings that individuals
choose to enter provide opportunities for connecting with others who can potentially
offer useful resources. Entering more social settings as opposed to solitary ones provides
more opportunities to meet many people who can be potentially useful. Entering diverse
settings provides opportunities to meet a diverse set of people who are able to provide
unique resources. The first contribution is thus that individual choice occurs already before
an individual has entered a social context. This choice has implications for possibilities to
meet many or diverse others and, by extension, opportunities to create social capital. The
study of personality serves as a case study to demonstrate that individuals choose to enter
meeting opportunities. Our understanding of the creation of social capital could benefit
from uncovering additional factors that, like personality, drive the individual choice to
enter selective meeting opportunities and, by extension, selective opportunity structures.
The second contribution is that individual choice within an opportunity structure is
not only guided by preferences for similarity. It is also guided by rejection of dissimilarity,
which seems to be motivated by the desire to maximize one’s social capital. While my
findings show that individuals who control many resources are those who have the most
homogeneous networks, I do not assume that they are more self-interested than individuals
who control fewer resources. The difference lies in who benefits from diversity. Those who
occupy advantaged positions benefit relatively less from diversity than those who occupy
less advantaged positions. Assuming that everyone is—consciously or subconsciously—
motivated to get the most out of their social relationships, we would observe that everyone
has a tendency to aim for the most privileged, rich, skilled, and powerful others that are
available to them. For advantaged individuals, this means that they look for social ties
in their own social stratum, and for less advantaged individuals this means that they
are relatively more open to befriending someone higher up the social hierarchy. This
finding cannot be explained by only considering preferences for similarity. Individuals
are presented with opportunities to befriend dissimilar others, and they choose not to,
especially when dissimilar others offer fewer benefits than similar ones. In abstract terms,
this could easily be mistaken for just another expression of preferences for similarity.
But in concrete terms, it means that privileged individuals are more likely to forgo a
neighborhood BBQ if the invitation is extended by a less privileged person. They are more
likely to block a conversation at the bus stop if they are waiting next to a person of a lower
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social standing. Or they choose not to enter spaces where they are sure to meet people from
whom there is less to gain. To better understand the creation of social capital, we need to
expand our understanding beyond preferences for similarity. The second contribution of
this dissertation highlights the importance of acknowledging rejection of dissimilarity as
a distinct driver of individual choice.
The third contribution is that dissimilarity is not only a barrier to tie formation but also
a powerful driver of tie loss. In fact, it is so powerful that three prominent explanations
(i.e., lack of meeting opportunities, preferences, and network embeddedness) are unable to
account for the persistent finding that dissimilar ties are lost more easily. Future research
will need to clarify what aspects of dissimilarity make it less likely for ties to remain in
the network. With our current state of knowledge, I can only speculate that dissimilar
ties are more difficult to maintain because they never reach the same level of closeness
and trust as similar ties. This potentially ties back to the general consensus among social
capital researchers that similar ties are more likely to be close ties. These types of ties are
more likely to provide empathy and bonding, while dissimilar ties are more likely to be
acquaintances and weaker ties that provide instrumental resources like information or
professional advice. Or, put positively, to benefit from the resources offered by dissimilar
ties, they might not need to be strong.

Limitations and Future Research

This dissertation aims to fill gaps in social resource theory and provides a number of new
insights. Evidently, several blind spots remain and new ones have emerged, which opens
up opportunities for future research on social capital.
First, social capital might well be a by-product of decisions that are unrelated to the
individual-level explanations that this dissertation highlights (i.e., personality, preferences
for similarity, or rejection of dissimilarity; Flap & Volker, 2004). Like much previous
research, I studied these explanations while often implicitly siding with rational choice
theory, which assumes that individuals make strategic decisions that help them reach their
goals. However, many individual decisions are not goal-directed, or at least not directed
toward building up more social capital. Individuals have a variety of goals, such as finding
love, traveling the world, devoting themselves to a God, or contributing to society. While
pursuing these goals, they happen to build social connections, which might provide them
with unintended benefits. This idea finds some expression in my study on personality
and social capital, where I argue that individuals who are more extraverted and open to
experiences build up social capital as a by-product of satisfying their preferences for social
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activities and novel settings. Despite this, we still know very little about social capital as a
by-product, which means that there is a lot of potential for future contributions.
Second, showing that personality relates to the creation of social capital is an important
contribution of this dissertation. However, several issues remain unresolved, such as
the question of whether personality pertains to constraint or individual choice. This
dissertation did not further elaborate on this matter, because the data did not allow me to
empirically disentangle the two. Still, describing the behaviors and preferences of people
with different personality traits might have evoked the impression that personality relates
to choice rather than constraint. Therefore, I would like to acknowledge that the opposite is
also possible. Personality is partly inherited and partly formed via socialization at a young
age. In other words, individuals do not choose their personalities; rather, their personality
traits are imposed on them. And these imposed traits constrain their choices.
If we were to take this argument very seriously, we would need to acknowledge that
the same applies to any type of preference, such as preferences for similarity, which
are widely acknowledged to guide individual choice. Individuals do not select their
preferences any more than they choose their personalities. Because the question of choice
and constraint remains currently unresolved, for now I adhere to my previous, agnostic
conclusion: personality is an important individual difference that helps us understand
patterns in behaviors and preferences, which explain differences in social capital. Many
other individual differences might relate to differences in social capital, and investigating
these could help us better understand mechanisms that lead to the creation of social capital.
Third, even though we have learned that tie loss is much more likely among dissimilar
ties than similar ones, we do not yet understand why this is the case. It seems that
conventional explanations, namely meeting opportunities, preferences, and network
embeddedness, fail to account for this observation. One possibility is that tie maintenance
is a fundamentally different process than tie formation, and that we need new theories
to better understand this process. Rejection of dissimilarity and personality differences,
which emerged as important factors in other chapters of this dissertation, could be tested
in future research that seeks to explain the loss of dissimilar ties.
Fourth, while this dissertation often explicated theories underlying micro-level
mechanisms, it remains difficult to empirically demonstrate them. A case in point is the
challenge to disentangle investments in social capital and reciprocity in the exchange of
resources, which has also been a challenge in previous research (Flap & Volker, 2004).
When observing individual A extending a favor to individual B, it is often unclear whether
individual A is investing in social capital (meaning that they expect a future benefit from
their relationship to individual B) or whether individual A is repaying a favor previously
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extended by individual B. To understand such micro-level mechanisms is challenging
because it requires observing chains of resource exchanges over time, ideally from the
very beginning of a social relationship. Future research could begin to address this issue
by employing the experience sampling method (also called daily diary method). Experience
sampling typically asks individuals to report their experiences on multiple occasions
throughout the day and was found to be a reliable and valid method for data collection
(Larson & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). With advances in technology, it is possible to program
applications that display relevant questions in specified time intervals on participants’
mobile phones. Using this methodology would enable researchers to capture momentby-moment whether individuals provided or received resources from their social ties.4
This methodology is one way that future research could better study micro-mechanisms
in social capital theory.

Conclusions

This dissertation fills several concrete gaps in our understanding of the creation,
maintenance, and returns of social capital by extending the choice-constraint model.
The original choice-constraint model provides an elegant abstraction of two important
drivers of tie formation, namely opportunity structure and individual choice. However,
it should now be clear that it is too limited to explain the many processes at play in the
creation, maintenance, and returns of social capital. A model that is too simple lends itself
to being applied in reductionist ways that do not sufficiently reflect the complexity of a
phenomenon. In applications of the choice-constraint model, meeting opportunities are
often treated as opportunity structures within which individuals make decisions. Taking
meeting opportunities as a given might have prevented researchers from asking how
individuals entered meeting opportunities in the first place. Similarly, focusing heavily on
preferences for similarity might have led researchers to forget that individuals do not only
seek the comfort of feeling understood and connected, but they also seek to avoid the pain
of misunderstandings and conflicts, which might drive them to reject dissimilarity. The
most important conclusion of this dissertation is that different levels of abstraction provide
us with different insights into social capital. More abstraction does help us understand
general regularities in a phenomenon as complex as social capital. Depending on what we
seek to understand, it might be beneficial to reduce a complex issue to its most fundamental
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At the time of writing this section, it is also possible to link relevant mobile phone activities, such as calling,
texting, and the use of social media, which can potentially facilitate the mapping of personal networks.
Speedy developments in technology and privacy concerns make it difficult to predict whether and how
this will change in the future.
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components. However, if we want to understand its details and workings, it is beneficial to
add more complexity, for example by showing the role of context and individual differences.
This dissertation aimed to do this, and it concludes that we cannot do away with details.
At the expense of simplicity, this dissertation seeks to tell a more complete story about the
creation, maintenance, and returns of social capital.

1

29

2

Personality and
Social Capital
(Study 1)

Chapter 2

Abstract
While previous research shows that personality traits shape social networks, we know very
little about the relationship between these important psychological characteristics and the
creation of social capital. In this chapter, I argue that personality shapes individuals’ ability
to create social capital, and I predict positive associations between each of the Big Five
personality traits and social capital. I tested these hypotheses using the Social Survey of the
Networks of the Dutch, 2014, which contains data on about 1,069 respondents, including
social capital and Big Five personality measures. My findings showed that personality and
social capital were related such that extraversion and openness predicted instrumental
social capital, and extraversion, emotional stability, and agreeableness predicted expressive
social capital. Conscientiousness benefited instrumental social capital when respondents
were older or when social capital was accessed via weak ties. I discuss these findings in
light of existing explanations of the creation of social capital.1
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2.1 Introduction
Ample research shows that social capital, defined as valuable resources embedded in people’s
networks, can be mobilized to improve one’s life chances (Coleman, 1988; Flap & Volker,
2004; Lin, 2001; Lin & Erickson, 2008; Van der Gaag et al., 2008). Social capital comprises
instrumental (i.e., wealth, knowledge) or expressive resources (i.e., social support). Research
into the creation of social capital has focused primarily on social structural explanations,
such as individuals’ positions in the social structure (Burt, 2001; Lin, 2000).
While a wealth of research demonstrates the importance of social structural explanations,
we know relatively little about the role of psychological characteristics, such as differences
in personality, in the creation of social capital. This is surprising because existing work on
personality and networks has offered insights that might be valuable for our understanding
of the creation of social capital. A notable line of research focuses on self-monitoring, which
is a personality trait capturing the ability to self-regulate for the purpose of self-presentation
and impression management (Snyder, 1974). High self-monitors are likely to occupy strategic
network positions (i.e., brokerage positions), which facilitate access to unique resources
(Kleinbaum, Jordan, & Audia, 2015; Mehra, Kilduff, & Brass, 2001; Oh & Kilduff, 2008).
They are also successful at navigating exchange relationships to their advantage, because
they understand the benefits of strategic giving and receiving for status achievement (Flynn,
Reagans, Amanatullah, & Ames, 2006). Despite this important work on self-monitoring and
network structure, it is largely unknown how other central personality constructs, such as
the Big Five personality traits, relate to resources embedded in networks.
The Big Five consist of five broad and allegedly crucial personality traits, namely
extraversion, openness to experience, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and
agreeableness (Costa & McCrae, 1998; Goldberg, 1993). Self-monitoring and the Big Five
differ in important respects. Even though both tap into extraversion, they conceptualize
and prioritize extraversion differently. Within the Big Five framework, extraversion is one
of the broad personality dimensions, which itself has several subscales (Costa & McCrae,
1998), while within the self-monitoring framework, extraversion is but one subscale that
is thought to tap into one facet of self-monitoring (Gangestad & Snyder, 2000). The largest
difference between self-monitoring and the Big Five is that self-monitoring attempts to
measure one specific personality trait, enabling very specialized predictions. In contrast,
the Big Five attempt to measure personality in terms of broad, comprehensive dimensions,
and there is wide consensus that the Big Five are a comprehensive taxonomy of personality
(Costa & McCrae, 1998; John & Srivastava, 1999).
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The Big Five are not constrained to a specific domain or theoretical perspective, which
becomes apparent in the fact that the Big Five have been linked to a range of important life
outcomes, such as occupational attainment (Roberts, Kuncel, Shiner, Caspi, & Goldberg,
2007) and well-being (Steel, Schmidt, & Shultz, 2008). Interesting to note, these outcomes
are also studied as returns to social capital. The Big Five have additionally been found to
shape social network structure (i.e., indegree and brokerage) and thereby help individuals
occupy more advantageous network positions (Burt, Jannotta, & Mahoney, 1998; Fang et
al., 2015; Kalish & Robins, 2006). For example, Fang and colleagues show that—similar
to high self-monitors—individuals who are high in extraversion, openness to experience,
and conscientiousness are more likely to occupy the position of brokers (Fang et al., 2015).
The earlier-mentioned studies link personality to social network structure, but it is still
unclear how the Big Five personality traits relate to the extent and quality of resources in
people’s individual networks. Such resources are acquired via social networks, but they are
not equivalent to social networks. The size or structure of a social network does tell us via
which channels resources can flow within a network, but it tells us little about the extent
and quality of the resources that are present in a network (Lin, 1999a). In this chapter, I
focus on the extent to which the Big Five are related to the amount and quality of resources
available to individuals via their direct ties. I examine egocentric networks, which are
networks that are mapped from the perspective of a focal individual, the ‘ego’, who reports
their social connections to other individuals, the ‘alters’. Following Lin and colleagues
(Lin, 1999a; Lin & Erickson, 2008), I examine social capital in terms of the resources that
an individual can potentially access through their personal network of direct contacts.
I focus on two types of resources, namely socioeconomic resources (i.e., instrumental
social capital) and social-emotional resources (i.e., expressive social capital). Availability of
instrumental social capital is measured as the personal network composition with regard
to alter occupations, and availability of expressive social capital is measured as alters’
willingness to offer social support (Lin, 1999a, 2001; Lin & Erickson, 2008). I argue that
the Big Five affect access to social capital because the Big Five affect personal network
composition with regard to resource availability.
To investigate the relationship between personality and social capital, I make use of
the Social Survey of the Networks of the Dutch (SSND; Volker, Schutjens, & Mollenhorst, 2014),
which contains measures of the Big Five personality traits (Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann,
2003) and measures of types of social capital: instrumental social capital as measured by
the position generator (Lin & Dumin, 1986; Lin, Fu, & Hsung, 2001; Van der Gaag et al.,
2008) and expressive social capital captured as perceived social support (De Jong Gierveld
& Van Tilburg, 1999).
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2.2 The Creation of Social Capital
Social capital broadly refers to the advantages that individuals have because of some aspect
of the social structure in which they are embedded (Coleman, 1988). While divergent
conceptualizations of social capital have been suggested, I side with the micro-level theory
of social capital, which envisions social networks as providing resources that help people
achieve goals that they could not have achieved otherwise (Bourdieu, 1980; Flap & Volker,
2004; Lin, 1999a, 2001; Lin & Erickson, 2008). Instead of investing in their own individual
resources, people can invest in their social ties, borrow the resources of their social ties,
and reap their benefits (Lin, 2001). Typically, two types of resources are distinguished,
namely instrumental social capital (i.e., wealth, knowledge) and expressive social capital
(i.e., social support).
The literature identifies three pathways for the creation of social capital: contact
opportunities, ego attractiveness, and trust and reciprocity. Contact opportunities are
fundamental for the creation of social capital because forming useful social ties requires
people to meet potentially useful others. The pool of available others in a given context
constrains the extent to which people are able to create useful ties (e.g., McPherson &
Smith-Lovin, 1987).
The second pathway is ego attractiveness. The more support ego can offer to others, the
more attractive people will be to others, and the better ego’s ability to create social capital
(Burt, 2001; Lin et al., 2001). The attractiveness of ego stems from their possession of
instrumental and expressive resources. Egos can access instrumental resources as the result
of their positions in the social structure (Erickson, 2004; Moren Cross & Lin, 2008), while
the extent to which expressive resources are available to them depends on their ability
to maintain close, emotionally supportive relationships (Flap & Volker, 2004; Lin, 2001).
The third mechanism refers to reciprocity and trust. Reciprocity and trust are crucial
for the creation of social capital because they determine the extent to which alters are
willing to share their resources (Coleman, 1990). The investment in social ties can be
thought of as a trust game (Berg et al., 1995). When people extend favors, they do not
expect an immediate return. Rather, an exchange of favors is often delayed (Flap & Volker,
2013), which bears the risk of handing out favors but not receiving anything in return.
Since such exchanges are promoted by trust (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013) and the amount
of reciprocity inherent in a relationship (Berg et al., 1995), those who are better able to
promote trust and reciprocity build up more social capital. While I am unable to directly
test the three pathways to social capital, they do offer a useful basis for establishing
theoretical links between personality and social capital.
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2. 3 Personality and Social Capital
Personality is commonly defined as patterns of thinking, feeling, and acting that are
relatively stable over time (John & Srivastava, 1999). A widely used taxonomy is the Big
Five personality model that was found to comprehensively capture personality regularities
within and differences between people (Costa & McCrae, 2008; Goldberg, 1993).

Extraversion

Extraversion is associated with social visibility and energetic engagement with the
social world (Costa & McCrae, 2008; Goldberg, 1993). Extraverted individuals possess the
ability to hold other people’s attention and keep them engaged in conversations, which
gives them a striking social presence (Ashton, Lee, & Paunonen, 2002). Extraverted
individuals are assertive, approach others easily, and prefer social activities over solitary
activities (Leary, Herbst, & McCrary, 2003).
Regarding the creation of instrumental social capital, extraversion closely links to the
mechanism of contact opportunities. When people choose activities to engage in, they
are restricted by time and energy budgets, and they have to prioritize one activity over
another (Greenhaus & Kossek, 2014). Extraverted individuals choose to spend much of
their time in social situations because these correspond to their outgoing, talkative, and
gregarious personalities. Since more extraverted people require less solitary time and have
more social energy to spend, they might experience less competition between different
social activities, which increases their contact opportunities.
Research has shown that extraverts report having larger personal networks than
introverts (Landis, 2016; Selden & Goodie, 2018) and that extraverts’ networks are more
likely to offer support (Swickert, Rosentreter, Hittner, & Mushrush, 2002; Zhu, Woo,
Porter, & Brzezinski, 2013). Longitudinal studies on socio-centric networks support
this by showing that more extraverted individuals build up larger networks of non-kin
(Wagner, Lüdtke, Roberts, & Trautwein, 2014) and that extraverts are more likely not
only to nominate more friends but also to receive more nominations by others (Feiler &
Kleinbaum, 2015).
Extraversion might be beneficial for the creation of instrumental social capital because
their increased seeking of social situations leads extraverts to encounter a large number of
people, which makes them more likely to meet desirable acquaintances and friends (Ashton
et al., 2002). As a by-product of the large number of contact opportunities inherent in the
activities that extraverts choose, extraverts are more likely to meet individuals who can
offer valued resources. These considerations lead us to suggest the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 1a: Extraversion is positively associated with access to instrumental
social capital.
With regard to expressive social capital, I argue that extraversion is beneficial because,
compared to introverts, extraverts are more likely to maintain their friendships. Previous
work shows that extraverts meet their friends at higher frequencies, suggesting that they
maintain their existing friendships more actively (Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998), while
introverts prefer to spend more time alone (Leary et al., 2003). Not only is tie maintenance
an important condition for building up expressive social capital (Lin, 2001), but reaching
out to one’s friends for support—as opposed to handling distress by oneself—is an important
condition for creating a network of trust and reciprocity (Molm, 2010). Via the reciprocity
mechanism, extraverts might not only be more likely to ask for social support from their
friends, but might also be more likely to be asked for support (Klein, Saltz, & Mayer, 2004),
which further strengthens their support networks. Following these arguments, I suggest
the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1b: Extraversion is positively associated with access to expressive
social capital.

Openness to Experience

Individuals who are high in openness to experience are adventurous, intellectually curious,
and interested in new ideas (Costa & McCrae, 2008; Goldberg, 1993). These characteristics
make more open individuals prefer situations that are characterized by novelty and variety.
This is supported by research showing that individuals high in openness are more likely to
migrate (Jokela, 2009) and to have more friends who live farther apart (Laakasuo, Rotkirch,
Berg, & Jokela, 2017). Their seeking of novel social settings explains why individuals
high in openness have more unconventional friendships and inter-group ties (Laakasuo
et al., 2017). Social network studies also show that openness correlates with connecting
with new people (Zhu et al., 2013) as well as network heterogeneity and connecting with
disconnected subgroups (Gloor et al., 2011).
Openness may be beneficial for instrumental social capital because of an increased
diversity of contact opportunities. If openness to experience makes individuals seek out
new situations, then more open individuals are more likely to meet individuals who
can offer non-redundant instrumental resources. Diversity in instrumental resources
is beneficial because access to similar instrumental resources produces only marginal
returns. Openness facilitates entering novel social settings, which increases the chance of
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encountering and connecting with a diversity of others who can offer unique resources.
Following these considerations, I suggest the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2a: Openness is positively associated with access to instrumental
social capital.
While connecting with distant groups and dissimilar people should benefit instrumental
social capital, I expect the opposite for expressive social capital. What matters for the
creation of expressive social capital is not to reach out but to strengthen existing bonds
(Lin, 1999a). Individuals who are less open to experiences prefer familiarity, and they
are more likely to have relations to similar others who are densely connected (Gloor et
al., 2011; Zhu et al., 2013). A preference for similarity is beneficial for expressive social
capital because similarity is a powerful pathway to interpersonal trust (Farmer, McKay,
& Tsakiris, 2014). In short, I argue that individuals who are less open to experiences will
channel more of their energy into already existing ties that tend to be similar and therefore
a better source of trust and social support.
Hypothesis 2b: Openness is negatively associated with access to expressive
social capital.

Emotional Stability

People with high emotional stability tend to have a high tolerance for stress, are rarely in
a bad mood, and are generally content (Goldberg, 1993). People who are more emotionally
unstable tend to worry more, experience more negative emotions, and have a more
pessimistic outlook on life (Costa & McCrae, 2008).
With regard to social capital, emotional stability most closely links to ego attractiveness.
The main argument is that maintaining social contacts requires cognitive and emotional
resources (Dunbar, 1998). Emotionally unstable individuals have fewer cognitive and
emotional resources available to spend on others because they invest a lot of their energy in
processing unpleasant emotions and worrying about the events that caused these. Emotional
stability frees up cognitive and emotional resources that can be invested in others.
In regard to instrumental social capital, evidence for a link with emotional stability
is scarce (Selden & Goodie, 2018). A noteworthy exception is a study showing that
emotionally unstable individuals tend to be located at the periphery of teams and to be
more centrally located in adversarial networks (Klein et al., 2004). Emotionally unstable
individuals experience higher social anxiety, have poorer social skills, and are viewed more
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negatively by others (Selden & Goodie, 2018). Indirect evidence shows that emotionally
unstable individuals tend to be less engaged at work and more likely to experience burnout
(Langelaan, Bakker, van Doornen, & Schaufeli, 2006), which limits their ability to build
up instrumental social ties. Despite the scarcity of evidence, when emotional stability has
been found to be significantly related to instrumental social ties (i.e., in the workplace), it
has been in a positive way. Hence, I formulate the next hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3a: Emotional stability is positively associated with access to
instrumental social capital.
Given that emotionally unstable individuals have fewer resources available, their ability
to invest in expressive social capital is limited. This is supported by research showing that
emotionally unstable individuals report receiving less social support (Swickert, Hittner,
& Foster, 2010) and experiencing more loneliness and social deprivation (Stokes, 1985).
Emotionally stable individuals have more emotional resources at their disposal, which they
can invest in others. This might make them more attractive friends and thereby increase
their ability to create expressive social capital. Following this reasoning, I suggest the
following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3b: Emotional stability is positively associated with access to expressive
social capital.

Agreeableness

Agreeableness refers to being friendly, compassionate, and considerate. Individuals who are
high in agreeableness value social harmony, are helpful, are generous, and are trustworthy
(Costa & McCrae, 2008; Goldberg, 1993).
With regard to instrumental social capital, I argue that the ego attractiveness
mechanism explains why agreeableness is beneficial, while for expressive social capital, it
is the trust and reciprocity mechanism. Agreeableness makes people attractive exchange
partners because they are willing to extend support to others. Agreeable people are
better able to respond to the needs of others (Costa & McCrae, 2008), which could make
them more successful at exchanging their support for other people’s resources. The
attractiveness of agreeableness shows in evidence that agreeable individuals receive more
nominations for connections compared to less agreeable individuals (Selden & Goodie,
2018). In the workplace, agreeable individuals are particularly successful at tasks that
involve interpersonal communication and teamwork because they are more cooperative
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and skilled at conflict resolution (Barrick, 2005). Compared to less agreeable individuals,
more agreeable individuals give and receive more support from their co-workers (Bowling,
Beehr, & Swader, 2005) and are more successful at creating interpersonal trust, which in
turn facilitates resource exchange (Mooradian, Renzl, & Matzler, 2006). Accordingly, I
suggest the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4a: Agreeableness is positively associated with access to instrumental
social capital.
Considering expressive social capital, agreeableness might be beneficial because
agreeableness breeds interpersonal trust. As outlined earlier, trust is crucial for the creation
of social capital because investments in social relationships bear the risk of not receiving
favors in return. Being invested in social relationships and accommodating other people’s
needs is a primary concern of agreeable individuals, and more agreeable individuals were
shown to be more likely to engage in prosocial behaviors (Bekkers, 2006). They are invested
in continuing the relationships they have built, which is reflected in the finding that
agreeable individuals tend to have longer-lasting friendships (Laakasuo et al., 2017). Thus,
I suggest the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 4b: Agreeableness is positively associated with access to expressive
social capital.

Conscientiousness

People high in conscientiousness are well organized, self-disciplined, and dutiful (Costa
& McCrae, 2008). They engage in purposeful and planned behaviors rather than acting
spontaneously. Conscientious individuals are well able to control their impulses, which
allows them to act responsibly.
The trust/reciprocity mechanism suggests that conscientious individuals are more
successful at creating both instrumental and expressive social capital. Self-control, one of
the strengths of conscientious individuals, breeds trust in social relationships. Self-control
enables people to override impulses that bring immediate pleasure but have detrimental
consequences in the future (e.g., cheating or free-riding). The extent to which people
trust others depends on their perceptions of others’ self-control (Righetti & Finkenauer,
2011). Individuals high in conscientiousness not only are perceived as more trustworthy,
but actually are more reliable, seeing that they are more likely to reciprocate a previously
received favor (Dohmen, Falk, Huffman, & Sunde, 2008).
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This might explain why conscientious individuals are more likely to occupy
central positions in both professional and friendship networks. In the workplace, more
conscientious individuals are more likely to be key players such as leaders or experts (Selden
& Goodie, 2018). In friendship networks, conscientious individuals were found to have
higher-degree centrality, which explained why they were better able to reach out to their
friends for information (Y.-H. Lee, Yang, Wan, & Chen, 2010). Their trustworthiness could
make it easier for highly conscientious people to increase others’ willingness to invest in
them. I expect this mechanism to be relevant for both instrumental social capital and
expressive social capital. These considerations lead to the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 5a: Conscientiousness is positively associated with access to
instrumental social capital.
Hypothesis 5b: Conscientiousness is positively associated with access to expressive
social capital.
Previous research indicates that associations between personality and social capital could
depend on social background characteristics. The positive effect of personality on status
attainment was found to be more pronounced for lower social classes (Shanahan, Bauldry,
Roberts, Macmillan, & Russo, 2014). Low emotional stability affected the social status
of men more negatively than the social status of women (Anderson, John, Keltner, &
Kring, 2001). While evidence is too sparse to formulate hypotheses, I conduct a series
of exploratory analyses to test for social background as moderators. Similarly, I explore
non-linear associations because one could argue that scoring too high on a personality
dimension has detrimental effects or ceiling effects (Lynam & Widiger, 2001). I conduct a
series of exploratory analyses to explore non-linear associations and to test the robustness
of the main findings.

41

2

Chapter 2

2.4 Methods
Data

I used wave 3 of the Survey of the Social Networks of the Dutch (Volker et al., 2014). For
the first wave of SSND in 1999/2000, a stratified random sample of 40 was drawn from
the approximately 500 municipalities in the Netherlands, accounting for the degree of
urbanization and number of residents. A random sample of four neighborhoods was drawn
within each municipality. Within those neighborhoods, 25 addresses were randomly
selected. Interviews were held at eight of these addresses with the person who was to
have his or her birthday next. For every subsequent wave, refreshment samples were added
to correct for attrition.
Of the 1,007 respondents who participated in the first wave, 800 could be traced back.2
Of these, 76% participated in the second wave in 2008. For the third wave (i.e., 2014), 75%
of the remaining respondents were retained, and another refreshment sample was added.
The refreshment sample was selected such that new participants were similar with regard
to place of residence, gender, and ethnicity. Data collection for wave 3 was completed in
2014 and resulted in a total of 1,069 respondents.
Dependent Variables
In the SSND, instrumental social capital is measured using the established position generator
instrument, designed to operationalize social capital as access to socioeconomic resources
via social ties located at different places in the social hierarchy (Lin & Dumin, 1986; Van der
Gaag et al., 2008).3 Respondents were presented with a list of 30 occupations that are typical
in the Netherlands and were asked whether any of their social ties occupied these jobs. If so,
they were asked to indicate whether this tie was a family member, friend, or acquaintance.
Based on these items, I coded whether respondents had access to these occupations via
friends and acquaintances.4 I then linked the accessed occupations to a socioeconomic
measure of occupational status that is based on the International Socioeconomic Index

2

3

4
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Respondents could not be traced back for several reasons: moving houses without communicating their
new addresses, emigration, becoming seriously ill, getting imprisoned, or passing away. To minimize the
attrition rate, enumerators went to respondents’ houses and asked the neighbors about the respondents’
whereabouts.
Previous work by Van der Gaag et al. (2008) demonstrates that the position generator does not merely
measure network size and diversity but taps into concrete financial, political, and cultural resources as
measured by name generator items, name interpreter items, and the resource generator.
Including occupations accessed via family ties did not change the pattern of results; however, regression
coefficients were somewhat smaller when including family. This is because occupations accessed via family
ties were not empirically related to the Big Five, which is in line with the theories discussed in this chapter.
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(ISEI) of occupational status (Ganzeboom, 2010).5 ISEI scores measure occupational
status, which summarizes the cultural resources and economic rewards that individuals
receive depending on their occupations. The ISEI is a widely used measure of occupational
status, and it was developed as a combined measure of education, occupation, and earnings
based on a large-scale database of 198,500 respondents of the International Social Survey
Programme 2002–2007. Higher scores refer to a higher occupational status, which is
indicative of more cultural and economic resources. ISEI scores corresponding to the
occupations included in the position generator can be found in the online supplemental
materials, in Table A1.6
The (combined) measures of the position generator and the ISEI scores allow for the
construction of different social capital indicators. Following Van der Gaag and colleagues
(2008), I selected two indicators: the number of positions accessed, which measures social
capital diversity, and the total accessed prestige, which measures social capital volume.
Number of positions accessed (diversity in instrumental resources). The number of positions
accessed is calculated as the sum of all positions that the respondent has access to via friends
and acquaintances, and it ranges from 0 to 35. Since the position generator questions are
chosen in such a way that they represent a wide range of occupations, a larger score on this
measure can be interpreted as access to a larger diversity of social resources.7
Total accessed prestige (volume of instrumental resources). The total accessed prestige is
calculated as the sum of the prestige scores of all occupations that respondents have
access to via friends and acquaintances, and it ranges from 0 to 1,707. A larger score
on this measure indicates access to more occupational status and thus access to more
socioeconomic resources.
Social support (expressive resources). To measure social support (i.e., expressive resources), I
used the De Jong Gierveld Loneliness Scale (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 1999), which
has been shown to be a valid and reliable measure of social support. Cronbach’s alphas
ranged from .80 to .90 in a series of studies reviewed by De Jong Gierveld and Van Tilburg
(1999). The original scale consists of a total of 11 items that are divided into two subscales.

5

6
7

Occupational status measured by ISEI is theoretically distinct from occupational prestige measured by
the Standard International Occupational Prestige Scores (Treiman, 1977). Nevertheless, I refer to the ISEI
scores as prestige scores for the sake of linguistic consistency with previous social capital research (Van
der Gaag et al. 2008).
See supplemental materials, available at https://bit.ly/2StPP7p
Van der Gaag et al. (2008) compared the position generator to other measures of individual social capital,
such as name generator and name interpreter items as well as the resource generator. They found only
modest correlations between network size and Number of Positions Accessed (r = .25) or Total Accessed
Prestige (r = .28) but found medium to large correlations with direct measures of prestige and political/
financial resources accessible via social ties (r ranged from .34 to .50).
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The emotional subscale measures emotional support and intimacy, while the social subscale
measures social support that stems from being embedded in a broader social network.
I focus on the social subscale (five items) because it taps into the kind of social support
and expressive resources that are most relevant to the research question. These five items
are measured on a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = fully disagree to 5 = fully agree), and
they read as follows: “There is always someone I can talk to about my day-to-day problems.”
“There are plenty of people I can rely on when I have problems.” “There are many people
I can completely trust.” “There are enough people I feel close to.” and “I can call on my
friends whenever I need them.” In this sample, the Cronbach’s alpha of these items was
.77. I combined them into a measure of social support by summing across all five items.
Independent Variables
I used the very brief measure of the Big Five as developed by Gosling and colleagues (2003).
This instrument consists of five items (10-point Likert-type scales), with one item per
personality dimension. While more detailed measures of the Big Five, such as the 44-item Big
Five Inventory, are superior in terms of psychometric properties, the single-item measure of
the Big Five has been shown to be a valid and reliable personality instrument (Gosling et al.,
2003). It correlates reasonably well with the 44-item Big-Five Inventory, showing correlations
between r = .62 and r = .68. It also shows satisfactory test-retest reliability (r = .68) when
ratings are obtained approximately two weeks apart. The predictive validity is very good,
which is demonstrated by virtually identical patterns of correlations with relevant external
variables (e.g., political orientation, social value orientation, and depression) compared to
longer measures such as the 44-item Big Five Inventory. Column-vector correlations were
very high, ranging from .819 to .997 (Gosling et al., 2003).
The items of the brief measure of the Big Five show the two extreme ends of the
respective personality dimensions. On each end of the scale, adjectives are displayed
that are typical of a very high score and a very low score on that personality dimension.
Respondents indicate their score on the scale from high to low. A copy of the five-item
personality inventory can be found in the online supplemental materials (see Table A2).
Control Variables
I included a set of control variables, namely gender (1 = female), educational level (primary
education to lower vocational education, general secondary education to pre-university
education, intermediate vocational education to higher vocational training, and university
degree), and migration background (native-born, Western immigrant, and non-Western
immigrant). I included age categories (measured in eight categories of 10-year width) to
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account for possible non-linear associations between age and social capital. Previous research
shows that social capital changes during the life course (McDonald & Elder, 2006), and the
relation between age and social capital might initially be positive but less so at very high ages.
Finally, I controlled for sample type (panel = 0, refreshment sample = 1). Descriptive statistics
of all dependent, independent, and control variables can be found in Table 1.
Analytical Strategy
I fitted a series of multiple linear regression models (ordinary least squares method) with
the three social capital indicators (number of positions accessed, total accessed prestige, and
social support) as dependent variables. To show the predictions of personality above and
beyond the effect of social background, I first modeled the effect of the control variables.
I then added the personality traits. This led to a total of six regression models (two per
social capital indicator). I subsequently conducted a series of robustness checks accounting
for quadratic predictions of the Big Five personality dimensions and interaction effects.
Table 1: Descriptive statistics.
Independent Variables

N

% valid

Mean

SD

Min

Max

% missing

Extraversion

1069

6.90

1.90

2

10

0

Openness

1069

7.72

1.76

1

10

0

Emotionally stability

1069

7.65

1.62

1

10

0

Agreeableness

1069

7.88

1.43

1

10

0

Conscientiousness

1069

8.23

1.47

2

10

0

Dependent Variables
Number of positions accessed

1069

6.72

6.11

0

35

0

Total accessed prestige

1069

334.57

316.67

0

1707

0

Social support

1006

19.92

2.82

8

25

5.89

Control Variables
Age (years)
18–27

30

2.82

28–37

56

5.26

38–47

144

13.52

48–57

227

21.31

58–67

293

27.51

68–77

226

21.22

78–87

79

7.42

88–97

10

0.94
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Gender

N

% valid

Woman

535

50.05

Man

534

49.95

Primary to lower vocation

267

24.98

Secondary to pre-university

228

21.33

Intermed. to higher vocation

431

40.32

University

139

13.00

Dutch

931

87.09

Western migrant

58

5.43

Non-Western migrant

78

7.30

Panel

578

54.07

Refreshment sample

491

45.93

Mean

SD

Min

Max

% missing

Education

Migration background

Sample type

2. 5 Results
Number of Positions Accessed

Model 1a shows the relation between the control variables and the number of positions
accessed. As expected, age, gender, education, and migration background are all significantly
related to the number of positions accessed (see Table 2). This model explains 23% of
the variance in the number of positions accessed. When adding the Big Five personality
dimensions (Model 1b), the variance explained rises to 26%. Extraversion (B = .31, SE = .10,
p = .002) and openness to experience (B = .32, SE = .11, p = .005) show a statistically
significant and positive association with the number of positions accessed. Even though the
regression coefficient of conscientiousness is sizable and points in the positive direction,
it fails to reach conventional levels of significance (B = .21, SE = .10, p = .15). Emotional
stability and agreeableness are not significantly related to the number of positions accessed.
The regression coefficients are best interpreted as follows: with every one-point
increase in extraversion, the predicted number of positions accessed is .31 higher.
Considering that extraversion is measured on a 10-point scale, the difference in social
capital between a person with the lowest possible extraversion score (= 1) and a person
with the highest possible extraversion score (= 10) is about three points on the social
capital scale, which ranges from zero to 35. In other words, someone who is extremely
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extraverted has access to, on average, three more occupations than someone who is
extremely introverted. The interpretation of the regression coefficients of other Big Five
personality dimensions is analogous.

Total Accessed Prestige

The results for total accessed prestige mirror the pattern of results for number of positions
accessed. Model 2a, which includes only the control variables, explains about 23% of the
variance in total accessed prestige. Including the Big Five personality dimensions (Model 2b)
increases the variance explained to 26%. Again, the predictions of extraversion (B = 18.09,
SE = 5.00, p = .001) and openness to experience (B = 16.11, SE = 5.77, p = .005) are positive
and statistically significant. Emotional stability, agreeableness, and conscientiousness are not
significantly related to the total accessed prestige. In sum, the results thus far lend support
to the hypotheses that instrumental social capital is positively associated with extraversion
(Hypothesis 1a) and openness to experience (Hypothesis 2a). I did not find support for
the hypotheses that instrumental social capital is positively related to emotional stability
(Hypothesis 3a), agreeableness (Hypothesis 4a), or conscientiousness (Hypothesis 5a).
In the supplementary materials, I show the results of Models 1b and 2b separated
by ties to friends versus acquaintances (see Table A3 on pages 4–5). The results largely
mirror the main findings, with the exception that conscientiousness is positively related
to instrumental social capital that is accessed via acquaintances but not to instrumental
social capital accessed via friends.

Social Support

Model 3a shows the results of a linear regression where the control variables predict social
support. This model explains about 6% of the variance in social support. When adding the
Big Five personality dimensions as predictors, the variance explained rises to 16%. Again,
the coefficient of extraversion is statistically significant and positive (B = .22, SE = .05,
p = .001). Differing from the previous models, emotional stability (B = .25, SE = .06, p = .001)
and agreeableness (B = .25, SE = .07, p = .001) are positively associated with social support,
while openness to experience and conscientiousness are not.
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Table 2: Linear predictions of different social capital indicators by personality.
(1a) No. of
Positions
Extraversion
Openness
Emotional

(1b) No. of
Positions

(2a) Total
Prestige

(2b) Total
Prestige

(3a) Social
Support

(3b) Social
Support

0.31**

18.09***

0.22***

(0.10)

(5.00)

(0.05)

0.32

16.11

-0.02

(0.11)

(5.77)

(0.06)

-0.00

-0.21

**

**

0.25***

stability

(0.12)

(6.17)

Agreeableness

-0.05

-4.90

(0.15)

(7.66)

(0.07)

0.21

9.28

0.02

Conscientiousness

(0.15)
Woman

(0.06)
0.25***

(7.45)

(0.07)

-1.16***

-1.33***

-57.65***

-66.44***

0.36*

0.24

(0.34)

(0.34)

(17.30)

(17.17)

(0.18)

(0.17)

18–27

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

28–37

1.90

1.83

84.46

79.28

-0.51

-0.36

(1.23)

(1.22)

(63.02)

(62.26)

(0.64)

(0.61)

2.72*

2.51*

126.37*

115.85*

-0.72

-0.62

(1.11)

(1.10)

(56.45)

(55.97)

(0.57)

(0.54)

3.55

3.40

181.53

173.78

-0.57

-0.49

(1.08)

(1.07)

(55.15)

(54.55)

(0.56)

(0.53)
-0.41

38–47
48–57
58–67

**

**

**

**

1.88

1.71

103.46

95.04

-0.51

(1.07)

(1.06)

(54.60)

(53.99)

(0.55)

(0.53)

68–77

0.64

0.63

52.03

51.77

-0.91

-0.71

(1.08)

(1.07)

(55.39)

(54.74)

(0.56)

(0.54)

78–87

-0.96

-0.89

-16.58

-12.73

-1.06

-1.01

(1.20)

(1.18)

(61.27)

(60.44)

(0.62)

(0.59)

88–97

-0.02

0.69

21.07

55.90

-1.34

-0.67

(2.01)

(1.98)

(102.67)

(101.14)

(1.06)

(1.01)

Primary education

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Secondary

2.60***

2.26***

142.96***

126.67***

0.37

0.16

education

(0.50)

(0.50)

Vocational
training
University

4.35***

Western
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(25.74)

(25.60)

(0.26)

(0.25)

246.37***

225.18***

0.78**

0.52*

(0.46)

(0.46)

(23.41)

(23.59)

(0.24)

(0.23)

5.78

5.36

373.67

353.69

0.92

0.71*

(0.60)

(30.42)

(30.37)

***

(0.60)
NL

3.91***

Ref.

***

***

***

**

(0.31)

(0.30)

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

-1.81*

-1.94**

-79.22*

-85.28*

-1.65***

-1.70***

(0.75)

(0.74)

(38.40)

(37.79)

(0.39)

(0.37)
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Non-Western

(1a) No. of
Positions

(1b) No. of
Positions

-1.39*

-0.87

(2a) Total
Prestige
-63.93

(2b) Total
Prestige
-38.88

(3a) Social
Support
-1.63***

(3b) Social
Support
-1.36***

(0.69)

(0.69)

(35.03)

(34.99)

(0.41)

(0.39)

Refreshment

-0.82*

-0.91*

-39.57*

-44.38*

-0.18

-0.22

sample

(0.37)

(0.36)

(18.76)

(18.48)

3.01**

-2.34

113.90

-146.59

(1.15)

(1.58)

(58.94)

0.23

0.26

0.25

Constant
R2
∆R 2
F for ∆R

2

(0.18)
14.70***

(80.37)

(0.60)

(0.80)

0.28

0.07

0.16

0.03

0.03

0.11

8.05***

8.33***

2.84***

Note: Standard errors in parentheses; p < 0.05, p < 0.01,
*

(0.19)
20.13***

**

***

p < 0.001 for two-tailed t-test.

These results lend support to the hypotheses that expressive social capital is positively associated
with extraversion (Hypothesis 1b), emotional stability (Hypothesis 3b), and agreeableness
(Hypothesis 4b). I did not find support for a positive link between expressive social capital and
openness to experience (Hypothesis 2b) or conscientiousness (Hypothesis 5b).

Robustness Checks

Quadratic relationships. I re-estimated all models adding squared terms of the Big Five.
The only significant result was the squared term of conscientiousness predicting total
accessed prestige, B = 5.71, SE = 3.17, p = .07). This association was U-shaped, such that
social capital was highest at the two extreme ends of conscientiousness and flattened out
in the midrange (see Figure 3).
A closer inspection of these quadratic associations reveals that the quadratic effect
was driven by a few outliers at the lower end of the distribution. Adding the quadratic
term to Model 2b led to a negligible increase in the R 2 by .002. A methodological
explanation for the spurious quadratic relationship is related to the very brief Big Five
questionnaire. Respondents were asked to place themselves in relation to the extremes:
“dependable, organized, hardworking, responsible, self-disciplined, thorough” at the high
end of conscientiousness and “careless, impulsive” at the low end of conscientiousness.
Few respondents selected the low end of the scale, potentially due to the unfavorable
phrasing, which made the predictions unreliable at lower levels of the conscientiousness
distribution. The vast majority of respondents (i.e., 95% of the sample) placed themselves
between the neutral midcategory and the favorable high end of conscientiousness, where
the predictions were clearly positive.

49

2

Chapter 2
Figure 3: Quadratic relationships between conscientiousness and total accessed prestige (volume
of instrumental resources).

Note: Predictive margins with 95% confidence intervals at different levels of conscientiousness for Model 2b
plus additional squared terms for all personality dimensions.

Given these results, I conclude that the association between personality and social capital,
at least in the present data, is linear rather than quadratic. I therefore side with the initial
hypotheses and interpret—with caution—the linear relations between conscientiousness
and instrumental social capital. I do discuss potential substantial explanations for the
observed quadratic association in the Discussion section.
Interaction effects. To test for potential conditional associations, I added interaction
terms for the interactions between personality and the control variables. The associations
were robust, with a few exceptions, which I highlight here. With regard to age, I found
that the total accessed prestige of those aged 58 to 67 (B = 74.67, SE = 37.42, p = .046),
and those aged 68 to 77 (B = 78.64, SE = 37.78, p = .04) significantly benefited from more
conscientiousness.
With regard to gender, I found a positive association between conscientiousness and
social support for men (B = .28, SE = .10, p = .001) and a negative association for women
(B = –.48, SE = .14, p = .001). This means that Hypothesis 5b is confirmed for men but not
for women, and I discuss possible explanations in the Discussion section.
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With regard to education, I found that those with primary education did not benefit
from extraversion for building up either instrumental or expressive social capital. Those
with a general secondary to pre-university education had less social capital when being
more agreeable (B = –.45, SE = .21, p = .03).
With regard to migration background, Western migrants had negative associations
between extraversion and number of positions accessed (B = 20.76, SE = 0.38, p = .045)
as well as social support (B = –0.67, SE = 0.18, p = .001). Both Western and non-Western
migrants had positive associations between openness and expressive social capital (B = 0.47,
SE = 0.20, p = .02, and B = 1.00, SE = 0.39, p = .012, respectively).
When evaluating these findings, it is important to note that I tested a large number
of interaction effects, namely a total of 255. At an alpha-level of 5%, I would expect about
13 interaction effects to emerge as significant due to chance. Small cell sizes particularly
increase the risk of Type I errors, and this might apply to the group of Western migrants
(N = 58) and non-Western migrants (N = 78). I conducted the interaction analyses primarily
to check the robustness of the main findings. Despite occasional variations in coefficient
magnitudes, I generally find that the main findings are robust, and I discuss diverging
findings in the Discussion section.

2.6 Discussion
The aim of this chapter was to explore the extent to which personality and social capital are
related. I argued that the Big Five relate to three pathways that enable individuals to build
up social capital: opportunities for contact, ego attractiveness, and trust and reciprocity.
Opportunities for contact refers to the fact that one’s ability to form ties to useful others is
constrained by the pool of potentially useful others that one gets to meet in a given social
context (e.g., McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). Ego attractiveness refers to the idea that
the more support ego can offer to others, the more attractive ego will be to others and the
better ego’s ability to create social capital (Burt, 2001; Lin et al., 2001). Reciprocity and trust
refers to the fact that social capital depends on alters’ willingness to share their resources
(Coleman, 1990). Those who are better able to build up social ties characterized by trust
and reciprocity will have alters that are more likely to share their resources.
For each of the Big Five personality dimensions I specified the theoretical links to
these mechanisms, and I empirically tested the relationships between the Big Five and
two types of social capital, namely instrumental and expressive social capital. I found
support for personality’s being related to social capital, above and beyond the effects of
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well-known determinants of social capital, such as gender, age, education, and migration
background. The findings also show that the relationship between personality and social
capital depends on the personality dimension and the type of social capital. Extraversion
was the only personality dimension that was related to both instrumental and expressive
social capital. Openness and conscientiousness predicted instrumental but not expressive
social capital, while emotional stability and agreeableness predicted expressive but not
instrumental social capital.
Considering extraversion, the results are in line with the argument that more
extraverted individuals select themselves into social contexts where they meet a large
number of people, which benefits their instrumental social capital according to the contact
opportunities mechanism. In line with the argument that extraverts are more likely to
nurture existing social ties, which is an important prerequisite for the trust and reciprocity
mechanism, I found that extraversion benefits expressive social capital.
I argued that individuals high in openness select themselves into social contexts that are
characterized by novelty and diversity. According to the contact opportunities mechanism,
the opportunity pool from which they select their ties is more likely to contain individuals
who control diverse resources. This is beneficial because more of the same resources
produces only marginal benefits. The findings for instrumental social capital are in line
with this prediction.
For expressive social capital, I predicted a negative link to openness to experience
because the formation and maintenance of close-knit and socially supportive ties benefits
from repeated engagement in similar social settings (S. L. Feld, 1981). According to the
trust and reciprocity mechanism, this should lead to more expressive social capital, because
repeated engagement nurtures existing ties, breeds trust, and encourages alters to invest in
ego. The results did not support this hypothesis, suggesting that openness neither harms
nor benefits expressive social capital.
Considering the benefits of high conscientiousness, I hypothesized that
conscientiousness would be positively related to social capital because more conscientious
individuals are more reliable and therefore better equipped to breed trust and reciprocity.
The findings show that the relationship between conscientiousness and instrumental
social capital depends on several factors. While I did not find a main effect, I did find
evidence for high conscientiousness’ being beneficial for individuals aged 58 to 77. I
also found that conscientiousness was positively related to instrumental social capital
accessed via acquaintances (but not friends) that occupy a diversity of positions that are
on average highly prestigious. With regard to access to prestigious jobs, I found some
evidence that very low conscientiousness could also be beneficial. This is possibly because
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low conscientiousness allows for spontaneity and adaptability, which can make egos
more attractive, as opposed to the rigidity and dogmatism sometimes associated with
high conscientiousness (Mondak & Halperin, 2008). In the present study, however, the
negative prediction of conscientiousness showed rather low fit, and its estimate was based
on only a fraction of the sample. I therefore favor the methodological explanation that
the unfavorable phrasing of the negative end of conscientiousness may have led to few
cases at lower levels of conscientiousness, resulting in too little evidence for a robust
negative association at lower levels of conscientiousness. Future research using multi-item
questionnaires and reverse phrasing will have to clarify whether instrumental social capital
indeed benefits from low conscientiousness.
Regarding conscientiousness and expressive social capital, I found that men did benefit
from higher conscientiousness, while women were at a disadvantage with increasing
conscientiousness. The fact that conscientiousness is consistently beneficial to men,
and more so than to women, might reflect the fact that men are generally trusted less
than women (Buchan, Croson, & Solnick, 2008), which makes conscientiousness a more
valuable trait for men. The fact that very unconscientious men have lower instrumental and
expressive social capital than very unconscientious women supports this interpretation,
just like the fact that very conscientious men and women do not differ in their access
to social capital. In other words, lower levels of conscientiousness hurt men more than
women, but men can make up for this by being more conscientious.
A remaining question is why less conscientious women report having more expressive
social capital. A possible explanation is gender role expectations. The gender role of women
emphasizes nurturance and caregiving, which makes it easier for women to give and
receive social support (Reevy & Maslach, 2001). Indeed, a meta-analysis shows that women
are more likely to report and receive the support they need, which is reflected in lower
levels of loneliness compared to men (Borys & Perlman, 1985). Likewise, women in this
study reported higher levels of social support than men did. Since women’s gender role
expectation is to be dependable and disciplined (i.e., high conscientiousness), a highly
conscientious woman signals that she does not need additional social support. In contrast,
being careless and impulsive (i.e., low conscientiousness) deviates from this norm. Such a
woman signals that she needs additional support, which she is likely to receive, as previous
research has shown.
The finding that conscientiousness is positively associated with instrumental social
networks of weak ties (i.e., acquaintances) links to research in organizational settings. One
line of research demonstrates that highly conscientious individuals are more successful
in their professional lives (e.g., Barrick & Mount, 1991). Another line of research shows
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that social capital as measured by the position generator is positively associated with job
attainment (Flap & Boxman, 2000; Lin, 1999b). This type of instrumental social capital
was shown to buffer against ethnic inequality in the receipt of job leads (McDonald et
al., 2009) and to help entrepreneurs increase their firms’ employment rates (Schutjens &
Volker, 2010). The results can potentially tie together findings from these two lines of
research. This is because the results are in line with the explanation that conscientiousness
is beneficial for individuals’ professional achievement, at least in part, because highly
conscientious people create networks of acquaintances who provide access to valuable
instrumental resources.
While in some cases it is evident that access to a range of occupations is beneficial, for
other cases it is less evident. Entrepreneurs who aim to establish a new business have to
deal with diverse stakeholders who span a wide range in the occupational hierarchy. It is
obvious why having a network that covers a variety of positions is a valuable asset. Other
cases are more indirect because they relate to the full range of help needed when seeking
to advance one’s career (Lin, 2001). Job applicants benefit not only from information about
job opportunities but also from help with formatting CVs, updating personal websites, and
preparing for job interviews. If the job requires moving, a new house needs to be found,
and working toward a promotion can mean that a babysitter is needed. Considering all
these tasks, knowing individuals in a variety of occupations can be useful.
Furthermore, the purpose of the position generator is not to measure access to
occupations per se, but it is to measure access to structural positions in a hierarchy
that determines who controls economic, cultural, and political resources (Lin, 2001).
Professional success can be a matter of demonstrating that one belongs to the right group
within a stratified system, which is particularly true for elite groups (Bourdieu, 1980;
Collins, 1971). Erickson (2001) provides direct evidence that employers hire applicants not
only through networks but also for networks. This means that employers select applicants
who have access to more social capital (measured by the position generator), especially for
upper-level positions.
I found a differential pattern of associations for agreeableness and emotional stability.
While agreeableness and emotional stability were not associated with instrumental social
capital, they were positively associated with expressive social capital.
This supports the argument that agreeable individuals show an increased concern
for the well-being of others and a stronger commitment to the continuation of social
relationships. This leaves agreeable individuals better equipped to build trust and
reciprocity. I argued that both agreeableness and emotional stability help individuals
create social capital, because these traits are associated with increased emotional and
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social resources that egos are able to invest in others. According to the ego attractiveness
mechanism, this makes them more attractive targets for other people’s investments and
helps them build up social capital.
The finding that agreeableness and emotional stability do not predict instrumental
social capital warrants explanation. While I expected more agreeable and emotionally stable
individuals to be more attractive egos because they can offer more resources, it may be the
case that expressive resources are not directly exchangeable for instrumental resources.
Indeed, Bowling and colleagues (2005) show that social support at work is reciprocated
with social support rather than work-related, instrumental support. The results suggest
that this is the case not only in the professional world. Being more emotionally supportive
could make social ties more emotionally supportive in return; however, being more
emotionally supportive does not lead to social ties with more socioeconomic resources.
This study has several limitations that point to opportunities for future research. First,
I rely on cross-sectional data, which do not allow testing for causality. I theorized that
personality traits enable the creation of social capital, implicitly treating personality traits as
stable and endogenous. This is in line with the general consensus that personality is relatively
stable (Corr & Matthews, 2009) while social networks change within months (Kossinets &
Watts, 2006). If the development of personality precedes changes in social capital, this would
fulfill an important criterion for causality, namely the temporal precedence of cause and
effect. However, I acknowledge that there is also evidence that the stability of personality
depends on age (Specht, Egloff, & Schmukle, 2011), such that personality is more stable at
mid-adulthood than at older ages (i.e., 70 years or older) or younger ages (i.e., younger than
30 years). Given that the majority of respondents were of mid-adulthood, it seems plausible
that the temporal instability of personality has played a minor role. While the arguments
and discussion tentatively favor the effect of personality on social capital, I am unable to test
rigorously for causality. Future research might be able to address the question of causality
more thoroughly, for example by using longitudinal data.
A second limitation is that I was unable to measure exchanges of resources and that
I rely on self-reports. This raises the question of whether social resources reported by
individuals would actually be provided by alters. First, self-reports of exchange and support
networks were shown to be particularly accurate as opposed to other self-reported personal
network delineations (Van der Poel, 1993). Second, there are a few advantages of focusing
on direct ties and access to social capital rather than mobilization. Access refers to the pool
of resources that can potentially be used, and mobilization refers to the actual use (Lin,
1999a). Mobilization of social capital depends on the specific goal that individuals wish
to achieve (e.g., finding a new job). Mobilization measures might underestimate social
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capital for a variety of reasons: individuals might prefer attaining goals without involving
their social ties, they might not be in need of support, or they might be able to rely on
institutions (Van der Gaag, 2005). The advantage of focusing on access is that access does
not depend on preferences, need, or institutional solutions. Moreover, the assurance of
resource availability has positive effects above and beyond mobilization. The knowledge
that a friend is able to lend a large sum of money is an asset in and of itself, even if one
never actually borrows money (Lancee, 2012a). Finally, individuals discount the many ways
that their social ties help in attaining goals. When asked who helped individuals find their
jobs, respondents tend to report social ties who passed on explicit job references, but they
discount relevant support that was extended throughout the job searching process, such
as proofreading a cover letter or sharing advice about job interviews (Lin, 2001).
A third limitation is that despite extensive research showing that indirect ties matter,
I am unable to empirically address this, because I use ego network data. The omission
of indirect ties is likely to have affected the measure of instrumental social capital more
than expressive social capital. This is because social support is valued more when received
from strong, direct ties characterized by trust and reciprocity than from friends of friends.
Instrumental resources, however, are valuable when provided by indirect ties. Weak ties
have an increased potential to provide unique resources because they can form bridges to
otherwise disconnected networks (Granovetter, 1973). One way of addressing the issue
of indirect ties with data coming from the position generator is to consider the different
relationship types (i.e., family, friends, and acquaintances) that give access to instrumental
social capital. Family ties usually form a tightly knit web of social relationships with many
redundant resources. Friends are more likely to be connected to individuals outside of ego’s
network, and acquaintances even more so. Thus, when interested in the effect of indirect
ties, one strategy is to consider ego’s access to acquaintances. In the supplementary analyses,
I indeed found that personality characteristics had stronger associations with instrumental
social capital that was accessed via acquaintances compared to that accessed via friends.
Instrumental social capital accessed via family ties was mostly unrelated to personality.
The fourth limitation is that I am unable to distinguish between ego’s perceptions
and alters’ willingness to provide support. It is possible that some personality traits lead
individuals to report higher levels of perceived social support, not because they are really
different but because they are perceived to be different. In contrast, there is a great body
of research on social support showing that perceptions matter. A meta-analysis shows that
perceived and received social support are positively correlated and that perceived social
support is a better predictor of health than received social support (Haber, Cohen, Lucas,
& Baltes, 2007). Even though objectively available support might be a necessary condition,
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what matters for variations in health are the interpretations of the objectively available
support. This is not entirely surprising, given that an important mediator is loneliness
(Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), which has an inherently subjective definition: loneliness
occurs when ego’s relationships are less satisfying than ego desires (Peplau & Perlman,
1982). A meta-analysis found that interventions correcting maladaptive social cognition
(i.e., subjective perceptions) were more successful at reducing loneliness compared to
interventions that aimed at increasing opportunities for social contact or enhancing social
support (Masi, Chen, Hawkley, & Cacioppo, 2011). Given the above, the findings of this
study remain relevant even if personality relates to perceptions of social support that
actually might not be forthcoming. Nevertheless, I believe that investigating the link
between ego’s perceptions of support and alters’ willingness to provide is an interesting
avenue for future research.

Conclusion

This chapter draws unique theoretical and empirical links between personality and social
capital. The findings expands on previous literature that focused on structural explanations
by demonstrating that personality is associated with both instrumental and expressive
social capital and should therefore be considered a serious explanation for why social
capital differs across individuals.
Like previous research, this study shows that people’s position in the social structure is
a powerful explanation for differences in social capital. The main contribution of this study
is the finding that differences in personality explain why some people have more social
capital, independent of their social background. I show that personality matters, on top of the
benefits or drawbacks of gender, age, education, and migration background. Irrespective of
one’s social background, open individuals are more likely to have instrumental social capital,
emotionally stable and agreeable individuals are more likely to have expressive social capital,
and extraverted individuals are more likely to have both types of social capital.
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Abstract
In this chapter, I explore how the neighborhood composition and individual choice relate to
the network composition of different social groups. I predict that groups that engage more
with the neighborhood, and those who control more resources have networks that are
more homogenous than expected given the neighborhood composition. I also explore how
two types of biased association (i.e., attraction to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity)
vary by neighborhood composition. Analyzing neighborhood register data and the SSND
(2013/2014), I find that networks of neighbors vary in their degree of homogeneity
depending on the social group. Both groups that control more resources, and those
who engaged more with the neighborhood had networks that were more homogeneous
than expected given the neighborhood composition. Individual choice (i.e., attraction
to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity) varied depending on both the neighborhood
composition and group membership. The findings show that neighborhood mixing with
the aim to create intergroup ties might be effective for certain groups (i.e., middle aged,
married individuals), but it might backfire for others (i.e., retired individuals). 1
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Rejection of Dissimilarity: The Other Side of Homophily

3.1 Introduction
Networks of neighbors tend to be homogenous with regard to a range of social dimensions,
such as ethnicity or social class (Hipp & Perrin, 2009; Huckfeldt, 1983). The tendency
to form homogeneous networks can be a challenge to social cohesion: Social ties are
an important predictor of cohesion (Hipp & Perrin, 2006), but if social ties are formed
primarily between ingroup members, then support and solidarity might become confined
within the networks of similar neighbors (Hipp & Perrin, 2009).
Common explanations for network homogeneity are that individuals have a preference for
similarity, and that social contexts are segregated such that meeting opportunities are biased
towards similarity (Blau & Schwartz, 1982; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). To the extent
that network composition resembles the contextual composition, network homogeneity is
interpreted as occurring by chance. The extent to which networks are more homogenous
than would be expected by chance is interpreted as the result of individual choice, guided by
preferences for similarity (McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987; Skvoretz, 1983).
When explaining homogeneity in networks, studies on neighborhood networks
generally find a positive relationship between neighborhood composition and network
composition (e.g., Hipp & Perrin, 2009). However, these studies assume uniform effects
across social groups, and they are unclear about the specific mechanisms – other than
contextual composition and preferences for similarity – that might produce homogeneity
in networks of neighbors.
In this chapter, I consider conditional neighborhood effects. Firstly, neighborhood
composition might affect social groups differently, because certain social groups spend
more time in the neighborhood (Miltenburg, 2017; Mollenhorst, Volker, & Schutjens, 2009)
or because they are more attractive targets for social association (Lin, 2000). Secondly,
homogeneity in network of neighbors could be driven not only by preferences for similar
others, but also by preferences to avoid associating with dissimilar others (Atkinson, 2006;
Skvoretz, 2013). Individuals not only select similar alters, but they also forgo possibilities
to associate with dissimilar others (Huckfeldt, 1983). Therefore, in this contribution, I
consider not only attraction to similarity, but also rejection of dissimilarity. I combine
neighborhood register data from Statistics Netherlands with the SSND 2013/2014 (Volker
et al., 2014), which contains comprehensive ego networks data of 1,069 respondents in 161
neighborhoods in the Netherlands.
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3.2 Opportunity Structure: Neighborhood
Composition
Neighborhoods are an opportunity structure from which social ties are selected (McPherson
& Smith-Lovin, 1987; Verbrugge, 1977). While people may have preferences for certain
others, the social reality is that they can only act on their preferences to the extent that their
preferred others are available (Blau & Schwartz, 1982). Social contexts can thus be considered
to constrain individual choice. However, they can also induce network homogeneity, because
people associate with similar others due to mere availability (McPherson & Smith-Lovin,
1987). Neighborhoods in the Western industrialized world tend to be homogeneous with
regard to ethnicity and socioeconomic status (Musterd, 2005), meaning that most residents
are at an increased exposure of neighbors who are like them.
In this chapter, I focus on neighborhood composition in terms of the social
characteristics of a neighborhood’s residents, but, of course, I acknowledge the importance
of other aspects of neighborhood segregation. For instance, turn-over rates and moving
histories, gentrification processes and urban renewal programs could all play a role
in network formation (Kleit, 2008). Where possible, I control for these important
neighborhood characteristics in the analyses. I do not discuss them in detail because despite
their potential for explaining several aspects of neighborhood networks, they are not as
central to the understanding of the specific network characteristics that I am interested
in in this chapter. I instead focus the theoretical and empirical contribution on the role
of neighborhood composition, because I believe that it is the most important aspect of
neighborhood segregation for our understanding of network homogeneity.
Neighborhood compositions are not randomly generated, but they are the result of dynamic
processes attracting specific groups to specific neighborhoods (Bader & Warkentien, 2016).
Socioeconomic background and preferences for specific ethnic/racial neighbors seem to guide
individual selection into neighborhoods (Sampson & Sharkey, 2008). Even though I acknowledge
that selection into neighborhoods is an important mechanism, in this chapter I am interested
in the processes that occur once residents have already settled into their neighborhoods.
Once individuals have settled into a neighborhood, the neighborhood composition can
directly induce network composition. But depending on the social group, the neighborhood
composition has different meanings. The majority group is likely to meet an increased
number of neighbors who resemble them. For the majority group, encounters with similar
others are likely to be induced. For the minority group, however, the neighborhood does
not offer many random encounters with fellow minority members; if they want to fulfil
their desire for homogenous networks, they have to act on their preferences. Thus, while
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the neighborhood composition structures network composition, the same neighborhood
composition constrains the individual choice of different groups differently.

3. 3 Choice: Group-Specific Mechanisms
Above and beyond the neighborhood composition, tie formation also depends on
mechanisms that pertain to choice rather than chance. I consider group-specific
mechanisms based on three theoretical sources: conditional neighborhood effects (Guest
& Wierzbicki, 1999; Miltenburg, 2017), social capital theory (Flap & Volker, 2004; Lin,
2001; Lin & Erickson, 2008), and biased net theory (Skvoretz, 1983, 2013).

Conditional Neighborhood Effects

Conditional neighborhood effects refer to the notion that despite living in a neighborhood of
the same composition, in practice, residents might meet a very different set of neighbors. Groups
differ in the extent to which they spend time in the neighborhood, and in the degree to which
neighborhood ties are relevant to them. Groups that are less mobile, that spend more time in
the neighborhood, and groups whose activities are more locally grounded are more strongly
affected by the neighborhood (Miltenburg, 2017; Mollenhorst et al., 2009). Working people
compared to non-working people, might be less likely to spend time in the neighborhood,
because their jobs might require them to commute and spend time outside of the neighborhood.
The elderly might rely on their immediate surroundings more so than younger people who
are relatively mobile and physically fit to spend their leisure time outside of the neighborhood.
Married individuals - especially those with little children - might be more engaged with others
in their neighborhood, because they are involved in their children’s kindergarten, spend time
on local playgrounds or because they are generally motivated to create a safe environment
for their children (Volker, 2017). Members of groups that are more likely to spend time in the
neighborhood thus have a disproportionately larger chance of meeting and forming ties with
each other. These considerations lead us to the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: Members of groups that engage more with the neighborhood (i.e.,
older, married and unemployed people) have more homogenous networks.

Social capital theory

Social capital refers to resources that are available to individuals via their social ties.
Resources that are accessible to people through their personal networks (i.e., wealth or
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knowledge) are crucial to improving life conditions (Flap & Volker, 2004). Given the
benefits of social capital, individuals are (consciously or subconsciously) motivated to form
ties with those who can offer more resources (Lin, 2000).
Such resources are distributed unequally across groups. White, male, and higher
educated people are among the most privileged groups (Twine & Gardener, 2013). Men were
shown to receive more opportunities for professional achievement than women, because
men are embedded in networks of men who grant access to information on vacancies
(McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). Similarly, networks of ethno-racial minorities tend to
be smaller and more restricted to kin (Lin, 2000; Marsden, 1988), which negatively affects
their labor market opportunities (Lancee, 2012b). Given the benefits of personal networks,
there might be an incentive to form ties with those who can offer access resources.
Given that men, natives, older, married, and working people are most likely to control
valuable resources, I expect them to be the most attractive associational targets. If everyone
prefers associating with members of these groups, they will receive most friendship
nominations. On the one hand, this might lead to these groups having wider and more
diverse networks. On the other hand, tie formation is a mutual process where both sender
and receiver need to nominate one another to create a tie. Based on the rational choice
framework that underlies social capital theory, it is unlikely that members of resourceful
groups associate with members of less resourceful groups. Combining this with the
argument that people try to maximize resources one can expect that people associate
with others who have similar resources (see also Laumann (1966), the status hypothesis
and the ‘like me’ hypotheses on tie formation).
To summarize, even though groups that control resources might receive many requests
from outgroup members, I theorize that those who control valuable resources are more
likely to reciprocate ties with ingroup members who also have a lot of resources rather
than with outgroup members.
Hypothesis 2: Members of groups that have more resources (i.e., men, older,
natives, and working people) have networks that consist of more ingroup members.
Arguments based on conditional neighborhood effects and social capital theory produce
hypotheses that are partly competing because they assume different underlying
mechanisms. In the case of contradicting predictions, I expect conditional neighborhood
effects to be the working mechanism (H1). This is because only if residents are sufficiently
involved with the neighborhood, the preferences posited by social capital theory (H2) can
express themselves. For example, employed residents control more resources and might
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prefer associating primarily with other employed residents who also control valuable
resources (H2), however, if it is true that they rarely spend time in the neighborhood (H1),
then they cannot fully act on these preferences.

Biased association: attraction and rejection

While conditional neighborhood effects and social capital theory predict which groups
are more likely to have homogenous networks net of neighborhood composition, biased
association accounts for variations in network homogeneity depending on variations in
the neighborhood composition.
Biased association refers to two associational preferences: attraction to similarity and
rejection of dissimilarity. For those groups who have networks that are more homogenous
than expected based on the neighborhood composition (see hypotheses H1 and H2),
the deviation can be measured in terms of a bias towards similarity and a bias towards
dissimilarity. Variations in these biases can be measured and described as the result of
variations in the neighborhood composition.
Attraction to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity are not merely two sides of the
same coin (Skvoretz, 2013). While attraction to similarity is based on favoring one’s own
group, rejection of dissimilarity is grounded in discrimination against otherness (J. Feld et
al., 2016). To explain attraction to similarity, previous research has focused on interactions
with similar others being experienced as more rewarding (Newcomb, 1956). Since people
with similar sociodemographic characteristics tend to share knowledge (Carley, 1991),
language and cultural tastes (Marks, 1994), communication is easier than with dissimilar
people. In initial encounters, attitudes are not directly visible, which is why people deduce
them from apparent sociodemographic characteristics (Harrison, Price, & Bell, 1998).
Rejection of dissimilarity fits with arguments on intergroup conflict. Conflict theory
(Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961) assumes that groups are in a continuous
struggle to secure scarce resources. Such competition produces stereotypes and
discriminatory behaviors. Prejudice and discrimination can arise as the result of perceived,
rather than realistic conflict (Tajfel & Turner, 2001).
Attraction to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity can be formally modeled as the
result of random and non-random events (e.g., Skvoretz, 2013). To the extent that personal
network composition is determined by the opportunity structure, personal networks are
considered the result of a random draw of alters from the opportunity pool. Attraction
to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity are considered a bias or deviation from what
we would expect to occur by chance. Attraction to similarity is modeled as a non-random
event that leads similar alters to be overrepresented in personal networks compared to
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the opportunity structure (Skvoretz, 2013). Rejection of dissimilarity is modeled as a nonrandom event that leads dissimilar alters to be underrepresented (Huckfeldt, 1983).
The attraction and rejection mechanisms can be written in the following equations:
Attraction Mechanism
							

(1)

							

(2)

Rejection Mechanism

Where
Fij 		 = 		
				
Sj 		 = 		
(1 - Sj) = 		
τij 		 = 		
				
ηij 		 = 		
				
		

the propensity of member of group i in context j to form ties with other
members of group i
proportion of ingroup members in neighborhood j
proportion of outgroup members in neighborhood j
attraction bias, the probability that a member of group i in neighborhood
j seeks out encounters with members of group i
rejection bias, the probability that a member of group i in neighborhood
j rejects associations with non-members of group i upon having
encountered them

Equation (1) describes the attraction mechanism as the process of tie formation of a member of
group i with other members of group i in neighborhood j. Suppose that group i refers to women.
Then, Fij is the propensity of a woman to form ties with other women in her neighborhood. The
attraction mechanism depicts the following process: a woman can actively seek out encounters
with other women in her neighborhood, and when she encounters them, she forms a tie. This
occurs with probability τij (the attraction bias). To some extent, she does not actively seek out other
women, which occurs with probability 1 - τij. In this case, encounters are unbiased, tie formation
occurs randomly, and alters in her network are representative of the gender composition in her
neighborhood (Sj) . According to the attraction mechanism, homogeneity in personal networks is
partly the result of attraction to similarity (τij) and partly the result of mere availability (1 - τij) Sj).
Equation (2) shows the process of tie formation via the rejection mechanism. Different
from the attraction mechanism, the rejection mechanism assumes that people encounter a
representative proportion of ingroup (Sj) and outgroup member (1 - Sj). When they encounter
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an ingroup member, they form a tie, but when they encounter an outgroup member, they reject tie
formation with a certain probability, which is represented by the rejection bias (ηij). To illustrate,
when a woman randomly encounters another woman in her neighborhood (this occurs with
probability Sj), she forms a tie with this woman. However, when she encounters a man in her
neighborhood (this occurs with probability 1 - Sij), she may or may not form a tie with that man.
The extent to which she rejects forming a tie with this man is given by the rejection bias ηij.
Because attraction and rejection biases are contingent on the opportunity structure,
we can test how these biases vary as the neighborhood composition changes. Contact
theory and conflict theory, two prominent and contrasting theories, guide the predictions.
The conflict hypothesis suggests that outgroup threat may become more salient when
people are confronted with more outgroup members. Individuals may therefore become
more motivated to distance themselves from outgroup members and forgo ties with them.
Simultaneously, an increased outgroup threat might bind ingroup members together
because they are motivated to strengthen the relationships with the few ingroup members
available. This reasoning results in the following hypothesis:
Hypothesis 3a: As neighborhoods contain more outgroup members, both the
attraction bias and the rejection bias increase.
Contact theory opposes this prediction by claiming that intergroup contact is an efficient
way of diminishing prejudice and fostering intergroup ties (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
Being exposed to outgroup members in the neighborhood might create more favorable
attitudes towards outgroup members and thereby increase the likelihood of association.
Predictions formulated based on conflict and contact theories refer specifically to the effect
of outgroup contact, however, previous research also points to the possibility that ingroup
contact might facilitate ingroup favouritism (Balliet et al., 2014; J. Feld et al., 2016). A metaanalysis reviewing 212 studies (Balliet et al., 2014) revealed that ingroup favoritism is a
primary motivator in social interactions. Rather than discriminating against outgroups
members, people seem to be motivated to strengthen their ingroup. Consequentially, I
expect to find variations in attraction biases that are not driven by the prevalence of
outgroup members, but rather by the prevalence of ingroup members in the neighborhood.
This leads to the following hypothesis, which counters H3a:
Hypothesis 3b: As the neighborhood contains more outgroup members the
rejection bias will decrease and as they contain more ingroup members the
attraction bias will increase.
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To sum up, I expect individuals to build up homogeneous networks via different pathways
that can occur in parallel. Specifically, individuals are more likely to form homogenous
networks as they engage more with their neighborhoods (H1) and have more resources
(H2). I also formulated competing predictions for the relationship between neighborhood
composition and attraction to similarity vs. rejection of dissimilarity (H3a-b), which is an
additional explanation for why groups differ with regard to network homogeneity.

3.4 Methods
Data

I combined the SSND 2013/2014 (Volker et al., 2014) with neighborhood register data
from Statistics Netherlands (“Kerncijfers Wijken en Buurten”, 2013). The SSND contains
comprehensive data on ego networks of 1,069 respondents in 161 neighborhoods in the
Netherlands. For the first wave of the SSND (collected in 1999/2000), a stratified random
sample of 40 was drawn from approximately 500 municipalities in the Netherlands,
accounting for the degree of urbanization and number of residents. Within each
municipality, a random sample of four neighborhoods was drawn, and 25 addresses within
those neighborhoods were randomly selected. Interviews were conducted at eight of these
addresses with whom was to have his/her birthday next. For every additional wave of the
SSND panel data, a refreshment sample was added to account for attrition.
Neighborhood composition. The SSND provides respondents’ 4-digit postal codes
which enables linking respondent data to neighborhood data by Statistics Netherlands
(2013). According to the definition of Statistics Netherlands, neighborhoods are
administrative units that are separated by natural boundaries, such as large streets, canals,
or changes in types of housing. Neighborhoods have a mean surface of 1.60 km2 (SD =
2.72 km2), and an average of 4,341 residents (SD = 3,930). For each respondent, I know
their neighborhood composition, such as percentages of women, age groups, immigrants,
marital status, and work status, as well as the neighborhood degree of urbanization and
neighborhood size. Degree of urbanization is measured categorically as the average address
density per km2 (< 500 addresses per km2 = not urban, 500-1000 addresses per km2 =
somewhat urban, 1000-1500 addresses per km2 = moderately urban, 1500-2500 addresses
per km2 = strongly urban, > 2500 addresses per km2 = very strongly urban). Descriptive
statistics of all relevant neighborhood characteristics can be found in Table 3.
Personal networks. Network information was collected in two steps: first, names and
functions of network members were obtained using several name generator questions, for
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instance, “When you have a problem, from whom do you ask for advice?” or “From whom
do you ask for help when you are sick?”. Second, follow-up questions were asked to obtain
relational information. I included alters as neighbors if they met one of two criteria: either
respondents themselves indicated that the respective alter was a neighbor in response to the
question, “What is your relationship with this person?”, or respondents reported that the alter
lived less than 1 km away from them. This distance is in line with neighborhood delineations
by Statistics Netherlands. I excluded alters who were reported to be kin or (ex-)partners.
Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Neighborhoods
N

Mean

SD

Min

Max

woman

1,061

.50

.02

.38

.72

15-24

1,059

.13

.05

.03

.47

25-44

1,059

.26

.07

.02

.51

45-64

1,059

.28

.05

.08

.41

65 +

1,059

.17

.08

.02

.86

1,059

.73

.25

.05

.99
.95

Gender

3

Age

Migration background
native
Work status
employed

1,055

.71

.07

.20

unemployed

920

.15

.09

0

.61

retired

924

.15

.06

0

.31

1,059

.39

.10

.08

.56

1,061

4,340

3,930

35

22,920

not urban

226

0.21

somewhat urban

170

0.16

moderately urban

119

0.11

strongly urban

203

0.19

343

0.32

1,061

1

Marital status
married
Count of inhabitants
Degree of urbanization

very strongly urban
total

Respondents answered a series of follow-up questions about each alter’s sociodemographic
characteristics. I recoded these alter characteristics such that they matched the categorical
neighborhood measurements of Statistics Netherlands. These were gender (man, woman),
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age (15-24, 25-44, 45-64 and 65+ years), migration background (native born, migrant),
marital status (single, married), work status (working, retired, not working). Descriptive
statistics of respondents and alters are shown in Table 4.
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of Respondents and Alters
Respondents

Alters

N

Mean

missing

man

535

.50

1,874

0.62

woman

534

.50

1,166

0.38

15-24

10

0.09

53

0.03

25-44

152

0.14

671

0.25

45-64

451

0.42

1,315

0.39

65 +

452

0.42

888

0.20

native born

931

.87

2,793

0.93

migrant

136

.13

226

0.07

employed

425

.42

1,613

0.55

not employed

139

.14

1,353

0.45

retired

452

.44

2,160

.72

849

.28

N

Mean

missing

Gender

Age (years)

Migration background

Work status

Marital status
married

691

.65

one child or more

589

.86

no children

97

.14

single

378

.36

one child or more

133

.37

no children

223

.63

Note: I included having children by marital status to support an earlier claim that married individuals tend to
have children. Information on children was available only for respondents, and not for alters, which is why I
am unable to construct network homogeneity measures with regard to having children.

In the analyses of personal networks, I consider one social dimension at a time. This is
for two reasons. First, I aim to dissect which social dimensions are most affected by the
neighborhood composition. Second, at the neighborhood level, I do not have information
on intersecting group memberships. If social dimensions intersect, then network
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homogeneity in one dimension might produce network homogeneity in another dimension
as a by-product. To address this, Table 5 presents correlations of all ego characteristics
under study. Even though, many of the correlations emerge as statistically significant, they
are very small in magnitude (r < .10). The exception is the intersections between age and
work status, which is mostly driven by young people being in education and old people
being retired. I therefore conclude that the issue of intersecting group memberships is
unlikely to affect the main conclusions.
Table 5: Correlation matrix of ego characteristics
Woman Age
15-24

Age
25-44

Age
45-64

Age
65 +

NonEmployed Not
Retired
migrant
employed

Woman
Age 15-24

.00

Age 25-44

.06 *

-.04

Age 45-64

.03

-.08 ** -.35 ***

Age 65 +

-.07 *

-.08 ** -.35 ***

-.74 ***

Non-migrant

-.01

-.01

.06 *

-.02

-.02

Employed

.02

-.04

.23***

.61***

-.76*** -.08*

Not employed

.06*

.18***

.18***

.20***

-.36***

Retired

-.06*

-.08**

-.36***

-.75***

Married

-.02 ***

-.09**

.01

.13 ***

1***

.10**

-.34***

.01

-.76***

-.36***

.19 ***

-.10**

-.12*** -.09**

-.12***

Note: * p < .05, ** , p < .01, *** p < .001

Neighborhood engagement and resources. To assess which social groups are more
likely to engage with the neighborhood (see: Hypothesis 1) and which groups have
access to more resources (see: Hypothesis 2), I provide the following measures: With
regard to neighborhood engagement, I assessed positive contact with direct neighbors,
namely whether respondents occasionally drink coffee with their direct neighbors (yes,
no) and whether they occasionally have BBQs with their direct neighbors (yes, no). I
also captured willingness to contribute to the neighborhood as a whole, which was an
instrument consisting of ten hypothetical scenarios that would disrupt safety or comfort
in the neighborhood, for example “The municipality wants to remove benches in a nearby
square” or “Teenagers are spraying graffiti”. For every scenario, respondents indicated on a
5-point scale (5 = absolutely, 1 = absolutely not) to what extent they would intervene if this
happened in their neighborhood. I averaged responses across the ten items to construct
one measure of willingness to contribute to the neighborhood.
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To measure access to resources, I used three indicators measuring financial, cultural
and social capital, respectively. I operationalized financial resources as the net monthly
income, measured in steps of 250€, ranging from an income of up to 250€ at the low
end to 4,000€ or more at the high end. I used highest completed education as proxy for
cultural resources (‘primary education to lower vocational education’, ‘general secondary
education to pre-university education’, ‘intermediate vocational education to higher
vocational training’, and ‘university degree’). Social capital was measured with the position
generator which captures access to socioeconomic and cultural resources via social ties that
occupy different positions in the social hierarchy (Lin & Dumin, 1986). Respondents were
presented with a list of 30 occupations that are typical in the Netherlands, and were asked
whether any of their social ties occupied these jobs. Scores range from 0 to 30, and higher
scores indicated more resources that are accessible via social ties. Table 6 summarizes the
measures of neighborhood engagement and resources by social groups.
Descriptively, I observe that the three measures of neighborhood engagement converge
such that those groups that tend to drink coffee with their direct neighbors, also tend to
have BBQs with them, and show more willingness to contribute to the neighborhood. While
gender differences appear negligible, I do observe age differences, such that neighborhood
engagement increases with increasing age, peaks at age 45-64 and drop again at age 65 or
older. Differences can also be observed for migration background, work status and marital
status, such that non-migrants, employed and married individuals show more neighborhood
engagement than migrants, unemployed, and single individuals. With regard to Hypothesis 1,
I thus expect to find that those aged 45-64, non-migrants, employed and married individuals
have more homogenous networks after accounting for neighborhood composition.
With regard to resources, I also observe that the three measures converge such that
those who have more financial capital, also have more cultural and social capital. The
groups that controlled most resources were men, those aged 45-64, non-migrants, working,
and married individuals. With regard to Hypothesis 2, these are the groups I expect to have
more homogenous networks after accounting for neighborhood composition. Please note
that groups that engage more with the neighborhood are almost identical to the groups that
have access to more resources. This overlap hampers my ability to empirically distinguish
between evidence for Hypothesis 1 and 2. The exception are men, who do have access to
more resources, but do not engage with the neighborhood more than women. So, I can
leverage results with regard to gender to distinguish between the mechanisms underlying
Hypothesis 1 and 2.
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534

woman

0.55

452

migrant

691
0.56

0.60**
0.50

0.49

0.50

0.50

0.49

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.52

0.50

0.50

SD

0.31

0.36***

0.21

0.26

0.38***

0.27

0.24

0.32

0.26

0.35

0.36

0.17

0.30

0.33

M

0.46

0.48

0.41

0.44

0.48

0.45

0.43

0.47

0.44

0.48

0.48

0.41

0.46

0.47

SD

BBQ with
neighbors

0.38

4.02***

3.46

3.74

4.00***

3.60

3.28***

3.90

3.74**

3.96***

3.72**

2.88

3.80

3.85

M

0.83

0.70

0.94

0.85

0.69

0.98

1.10

0.76

0.85

0.73

0.95

0.79

0.82

0.84

SD

Contribute to
Neighborhood

7.60

8.06***

6.67

7.65***

8.29***

5.33

6.32***

7.75

7.65**

8.05***

6.38*

3.56

6.03***

9.11

M

1.74
1.59
1.13

3.11
3.89
3.69

1.29
1.80***
1.13
1.17
1.55***
1.42

3.26
3.67
3.69
2.90
4.02
3.75

1.48

1.40

2.13

0.97***

1.33**

2.86

3.13

1.50

3.88

3.78

M

1.00

0.97

1.01

1.04

0.82

1.01

1.05

0.98

1.04

0.94

0.86

0.84

0.96

1.04

SD

Cultural capital

SD

Financial capital

Resources

10.00

11.33***

7.58

8.33

12.41***

9.16

6.81***

10.49

8.33

11.61*

10.52

7.70

9.67

10.33

M

6.12

5.86

5.84

5.64

5.54

6.61

6.09

5.98

5.64

6.22

5.73

7.24

5.88

6.34

SD

Social capital

ote: * p < .05, ** , p < .01, *** p < .001. Asterisks denote whether the respective mean is statistically different from the mean of the reference category based on a two-tailed t-test.

1,069

married

Total

378

single (Reference)

0.48

0.55

452

Marital status

retired

0.59***

139

425

employed

0.49

0.47

0.57

not employed (Reference)

Work status

931

136

NL (Reference)

Migration background

65 +

0.57

451

45-64

0.55

10

152

25-44

0.33

0.55

0.56

M

15-24 (Reference)

Age

535

N

man (Reference)

Gender

Coffee with
neighbors

Neighborhood Engagement

Table 6: Neighborhood Engagement and Resources by Social Groups
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Analytical Strategy
Testing Hypothesis 1 and 2, I first established whether personal networks of different groups
are more homogenous than I would expect given the neighborhood composition. Based on
the number of neighborhood ties and the neighborhood composition I calculated the expected
number of similar neighborhood ties (i.e., expected match). Applying paired samples t-tests, I
compared this expected match between respondents and their alters with the observed match.
If the observed match exceeded the expected match, then homogeneity in personal networks
of neighbors could not be explained as the result of the neighborhood composition alone.
I then tested whether observed homogeneity in personal networks could be explained
by attraction and rejection biases. To this end, I first estimated Fij which is the propensity of
respondents to form ties with ingroup members in their neighborhood. Fij can be construed
as a function of the neighborhood composition and other contextual and individual-level
variables that affect the likelihood of association. I then computed attraction and rejection
biases for all variables of interest (i.e., gender, age, migration background, marital status and
work status) applying formula (1) for attraction to similarity and formula (2) for rejection of
dissimilarity. The parameter estimates for attraction bias and rejection bias ranged from 0
to 1 and are best interpreted as probabilities: an attraction bias of 0 meant that individuals
had 0 probability to prefer forming ties with similar others. In this case, all observed social
ties were the result of a random draw from the opportunity structure provided by the
neighborhood composition. If the attraction bias was 1, it meant that individuals preferred
forming ties with similar others with probability 1. This meant that all observed social ties
were the result of attraction to similarity. If the rejection bias was 1, individuals rejected
every opportunity to associate with dissimilar others; if it was 0, then individuals formed
ties with all dissimilar others they encountered.
To investigate how attraction and rejection biases change as the neighborhood
composition changes, I plotted attraction biases (per respondents’ ego networks) against the
proportion of similar neighbors. I also plotted the rejection biases against the proportion
of dissimilar others in the neighborhood. This enabled testing Hypotheses 3a and 3b by
investigating whether attraction and rejection biases are larger or smaller in neighborhoods
with varying proportions of similar neighbors.
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3. 5 Results
To establish whether there was homogeneity in personal networks, I calculated the
observed and expected match between respondents and alters. I obtained the observed match
by dividing the number of ties to ingroup neighbors by the total number of neighborhood
ties (number of ingroup alters/ number of total alters). The expected match was obtained
from the neighborhood composition data that was linked to respondents via their 4-digit
postal code. The expected match was equivalent to the proportion of ingroup members
living in the respondent’s neighborhood. For example, if a respondent was female and
lived in a neighborhood consisting of 40% female residents, then the expected match with
regard to gender was 40%. The observed and expected match ranged from 0 to 1 and can be
interpreted as percentages.
For all characteristics of interest, I found observed match to significantly exceed expected
match. Observed match was strongest for migration background (84%), followed by marital
status (65%), gender (59%), work status (50%), and age (43%). However, some of the observed
match can be explained by a large share of ingroup members living in respondents’
neighborhoods. The large expected match with regard to migration background (71%) puts
into perspective the large observed match in migration background (84%), because the observed
match deviates from the expected match by only 12%. In contrast, the expected match of marital
status was only 20%, but the observed match was 65%, meaning that the observed match exceeded
the expected match by 45%. Comparing difference scores (i.e., expected match minus observed
match) rather than observed match reveals a different picture: marital status shows the largest
difference score (45%), followed by the other characteristics with some distance, namely age
(19%), gender and migration background (both 12%), and work status (9%).
To assess whether groups differentially associate with one another, I split up the
analyses of observed and expected matches into subgroups (see Table 7 for mean comparisons
and Figure 4 for a visualization of mean differences).
For women, the youngest age group and working people, I find that observed matches
are not significantly higher than expected matches. In contrast, men, older age groups,
unemployed and retired people do display a significant excess in observed match. Both the
retired and unemployed have significantly higher observed match, namely 21% and 13%,
respectively. With regard to migration background, both natives and migrants have more
homogenous networks than expected, and the deviation is larger for natives (13%) than for
migrants (8%). I also find that both single and married individuals report networks that
exceed the expected match, however, the difference between observed and expected match is
much larger for married individuals (59%) than for single individuals (14%).
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Table 7: Percentages of Observed and Expected Match of Respondents and their Alters
Observed Match

Expected Match

Difference

t

df

.72 (.02)

.47 (.01)

.25 (.01)***

18.37

500

Gender
man
woman

.47 (.02)

.48 (.01)

-.01 (.01)

0.54

507

total

.59 (.02)

.47 (.004)

.12 (.01) ***

11.12

1008

Age
14-24

.23 (.13)

.11 (.03)

.11 (.12)

0.92

9

25-44

.41 (.03)

.26 (.01)

.15 (.03) ***

5.11

151

45-64

.48 (.02)

.28 (.003)

.21 (.02) ***

12.68

447

65 +

.38 (.02)

.18 (.004)

.19 (.02) ***

12.22

444

Total

.43 (.01)

.23 (.003)

.19 (.01) ***

18.16

1054

non-migrant

.90 (.01)

.77 (.01)

.13 (.01) ***

21.218

891

migrant

.29 (.04)

.22 (.02)

.08 (.03) ***

2.65

110

Total

.83 (.01)

.71 (.01)a

.12 (.01) ***

19.59

1002

married

.76 (.01)

.17 (.004)

.59 (.01) ***

46.47

644

single

.41 (.02)

.28 (.01)

.14 (.02) ***

6.30

303

Total

.65 (.02)

.20 (.004)

.45 (.01) ***

34.17

948

working

.66 (.02)

.68 (.01)

-.02 (.02)

1.24

416

not working

.29 (.03)

.16 (.01)

.13 (.03) ***

4.43

113

retired

.38 (.02)

.17 (.003)

.21 (.02) ***

11.72

338

Total

.50 (.01)

.41 (.01)

.09 (.01) ***

7.95

868

Migration Background

Marital Status

Work Status

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. * p < .05, ** , p < .01, *** p < .001. a Expected counts for migration
background are based on neighborhood percentages of 1st and 2nd generation immigrants, adjusted by national
percentages of 1st generation immigrants to weigh out the proportion of 2nd generation immigrants. The
expected match is calculated as follows: number of alters x percentage of same neighbors / number of alters.

Overall, I find evidence that supports the hypotheses that groups that engage more
with the neighborhood (i.e., older, married, non-migrants) have more homogenous
networks (H1) and that groups that have more resources (i.e., men, older, non-migrants, and
married) have more homogenous networks (H2). With regard to employment status, I find
mixed support for the hypotheses. Even though employed people engage more with the
neighborhood and have access to more resources, they do not to have more homogeneous
networks. Comparing retired and unemployed people to one another, I observe that retired
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people show more neighborhood engagement than unemployed people, and they also have
more homogenous networks. In the discussion section, I elaborate on possible explanations
for these mixed findings.
Figure 4: Percentages of Observed and Expected Match of Respondents and their Alters by Groups

3

I then sought to explain the observed homogeneity by attraction to similarity and rejection of
dissimilarity (H3a-b)2. Following the procedure by Huckfeldt (1983), I first estimated Fij, which
2

I focus on groups whose networks were more homogenous than would be expected given the neighborhood composition. This is because heterogeneous networks cannot be explained by attraction to similarity
and rejection of dissimilarity, and they produce negative attraction and rejection bias estimates that are
uninterpretable. This applies to personal networks of women and individuals who are single. For the sake
of completeness, I do report these estimates, however, they know no meaningful interpretation. Please
note that networks that are more heterogeneous than expected given the neighborhood composition,
can be rethought in terms of outbreeding bias (i.e., a propensity of affiliating with outgroup members).
Several applications are described in Skvoretz (1983). I applied formula 𝐹 = (1−𝜃 )𝑆𝑗 , where 𝜃 denotes the
outbreeding bias, which is the probability of seeking encounters with outgroup members. For women, the
outbreeding bias was 0.08 (SD = 0.16) and for singles 0.41 (SD = 0.12). For more details on outbreeding in
our sample, I invite the interested reader to contact the corresponding author via email.
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is the propensity of egos to form friendships with ingroup members in their neighborhood
after a large number of possibilities for association. In the analyses, Fij was a linear function
of the neighborhood composition, opportunities for association and individual-level variables
that affect the propensity to associate. Specifically, I estimated Fij based on the proportion
of ingroup members living in the neighborhood, degree of urbanization, neighborhood SES
(average income per resident), respondents’ moving history (moved in the past 5 years; 0 =
no, 1 = yes), and the respondents’ group membership of interest (e.g., gender) to allow for
differential association propensities. I adjusted for moving history and neighborhood SES to
combat potentially biasing factors related to selection into neighborhoods. Furthermore, I
controlled for the number of neighborhood ties to account for smaller networks that might
otherwise bias Fij towards 0 and 1. I estimated Fij as a linear function of these variables using
OLS regression with robust standard errors accounting for the clustered data structure (i.e.,
several respondents lived in the same neighborhood). Following this procedure resulted in
a sequence of estimates for Fij, which I inserted into formulas (1) and (2) to obtain estimates
of attraction and rejection biases.
Table 8 shows an overview of attraction and rejection biases for all groups. Attraction
biases were largest for non-migrants (M = .62 SD = .78), followed by respondents who were
married (M = .54 SD = .15), and men (M = .43, SD = .15). With some distance, attraction
biases were moderately high for those aged 45-64 (M = .29, SD = .12), aged 65 years or
older (M = .25, SD = .13), and retired (M = .25, SD = .07). Rejection biases largely mirrored
this pattern even though the groups were ranked differently. Married people displayed
largest rejection biases (M = .74, SD = .10), followed by retired people (M = .67, SD = .08),
non-migrants (M = .66, SD = .74), those aged 65 or older (M = .63, SD = .18), and those
aged 45-64 (M = .56, SD = .13)
In the final set of analyses, I inspected the extent to attraction and rejection biases
related to the neighborhood composition. To this end, I plotted attraction biases (per
respondents’ ego networks) against the proportion of similar neighbors (Figures 5, 7 and
9). I also plotted the rejection biases against the proportion of dissimilar others in the
neighborhood (Figures 6, 8 and 10).
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Table 8: Parameter Estimates of Attraction and Rejection Biases
Attraction Bias

Rejection Bias

df

Mean
(SD)

t

Mean
(SD)

t

man

532

.43***
(.15)

67.82

.59***
(.14)

96.72

woman

527

-.08***
(.16)

11.32

-.23***
(.39)

13.94

15-24

9

.02
(.20)

0.32

-.14
(.23)

0.63

25-44

151

.19***
(.13)

17.65

.41***
(.28)

18.10

45-64

447

.29***
(.12)

52.00

.56***
(.13)

90.24

65 +

444

.25***
(.13)

42.95

.63***
(.18)

73.44

non-migrant

920

.62***
(.78)

24.27

.66***
(.74)

26.91

migrant

135

-.05***
(.10)

6.25

-.08
(.59)

1.65

working

421

-.18***
(.20)

18.04

-.28***
(.30)

19.33

not working

125

.13***
(.08)

18.77

.45***
(.26)

19.51

retired

367

.25***
(.07)

69.15

.67***
(.08)

157.28

married

686

.54***
(.15)

90.85

.74***
(.10)

192.63

single

372

-.90***
(.58)

29.95

-2.43***
(1.34)

34.78

Gender

Age

3

Migration Background

Employment Status

Marital Status

Note: * p < .05, ** , p < .01, *** p < .001. Estimates are average biases across respondents’ personal networks,
and they can be interpreted as probabilities. Negative estimates indicate that networks are on average
heterogenous, and likely not the result of attraction to ingroup members or rejection of outgroup members,
respectively.
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I found three patterns of results that depended on group membership. In line with
Hypothesis 3a, I found a decrease in attraction biases as the neighborhood contained
more ingroup members (Figure 5), and an increase in rejection biases as the neighborhood
contained more outgroup members (Figure 6). Those who were not employed, aged
25-44 and 65+ displayed this pattern. This pattern fits well with conflict theory, since an
increased prevalence of outgroup members with regard to age and work status increased the
probability of rejecting outgroup associations. Simultaneously, the attraction bias decreased
as neighborhoods contain more ingroup members. One possible interpretation is that the
networks become more similar to the neighborhood composition as neighborhoods contain
more ingroup members, which means that homogeneity in networks of neighbors is less
well explained by preferences for similarity. Another interpretation is that the attraction
bias increases as outgroup prevalence increases.
Figure 5: Conflict Theory

The second pattern of results showed that attraction to similarity rises as the proportion
of similar neighbors rises (see Figure 7), and rejection of dissimilarity declines as the
proportion of dissimilar others declines (Figure 8). Married individuals, those aged
45-64 and non-migrants displayed this pattern, which is in line with Hypothesis 3b. This
pattern closely fits contact theory seeing that having more contact with outgroup members
decreases the probability of rejection. This contact effect seems to extend to the ingroup,
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seeing that more contact with ingroup members relates to a larger probability of seeking
out associations with them.
Figure 6: Conflict Theory

3

Figure 7: Contact Theory
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Figure 8: Contact Theory

Finally, for men and retired people I found patterns that I did not hypothesize. For both
men and retired people, an increase in the proportion of similar neighbors was positively
associated with the attraction bias (see Figure 9). Thus, living among more similar others,
they were disproportionately more likely to form associations with ingroup members.
Regarding the rejection bias, retired individuals were more likely to reject dissimilar
others, the more outgroup members lived in their neighborhoods (see Figure 10). For men,
the probability of rejecting associations with dissimilar others was stable across varying
proportions of dissimilar others living in the neighborhood. Men’s pattern most closely
fits the idea of ingroup favoritism, where people become more positive of their ingroup
without displaying an increase in outgroup derogation. Retired individuals seem to display
a more extreme version of ingroup favoritism, which includes not only being more positive
towards one’s ingroup, but also more negative towards the outgroup.
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Figure 9: Ingroup Favoritism
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Figure 10: Outgroup Indifference and Outgroup Aversion
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3.6 Discussion
Focusing on different social groups, this study investigated how homogeneity arises in
personal networks of neighbors. While I do replicate previous findings that neighborhood
composition matters (e.g., Hipp & Perrin, 2009; Huckfeldt, 1983; Verbrugge, 1977), the
findings add more nuance. I show that social groups differ in their homophilous tendencies
and that the neighborhood composition affects them differently.

Variations in network homogeneity by social groups

In line with social capital theory (e.g., Flap & Volker, 2004; Lin & Erickson, 2008), I show
that groups controlling more resources have stronger tendencies to have homogeneous
networks. Men, those aged 45-64, non-migrants, retired, and married individuals had more
homogenous networks than women, other age groups, migrants, not employed, and single
individuals. Moreover, women’s networks mirrored the neighborhood composition and
they leaned towards heterophily. Social capital theory can explain this. Women control
fewer resources compared to men, thus, they benefit from reaching out to men to build up
more social capital and improve their life chances (see: Burt, 2001; Lin, 2001).
Surprisingly, employed individuals reported networks that were slightly less homogeneous
than the neighborhood composition. This is particularly surprising because employed
individuals also reported more neighborhood engagement than unemployed or retired people,
which should have lead to more homogenous networks. A potential explanation might be
that the measure of neighborhood engagement captures concrete, structured activities, such
as meeting for coffee. It does not capture random encounters emerging from unstructured
activities, such as bumping into each other in the park. Future research could disentangle what
types of neighborhood engagement are most relevant to building up neighborhood networks.
Married individuals reported networks that were four times more homogeneous
than those of singles. Neighborhood engagement could explain this finding. Married
individuals often have children, which is why they are more likely to engage in shared
activities with other married parents. Seeing that family constellations are becoming more
complex (Thomson, 2014), it is no longer self-evident that married individuals tend to have
children. In this study, I did observe that 86% of married individuals had children. Among
individuals who had at least one child, 73% were married while only 27% were not. At least
in this study, mechanisms that tie parents together primarily concern married individuals.
A kindergarten in a neighborhood represents a focus that brings together parents (Small,
2009). Thus, parents - who are mostly married - increase their chance of meeting similar
others. Single individuals might also select themselves into shared foci, however, there
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are fewer foci explicitly fostering the interactions between single individuals. This might
explain why their networks are less homogeneous than those of married individuals.
Comparing neighborhood engagement and access to resources, I encountered a
surprising finding: Groups that engage more with the neighborhood are largely the same
groups that have access to more resources. While I initially argued that neighborhood
engagement (H1) is a necessary condition for acting on one’s preferences for resources (H2),
the almost perfect alignment between neighborhood engagement and resources raises the
possibility that this relationship is reversed: maybe resourceful groups engage more with
their neighborhoods, because having access to many resources facilitates engaging with
the neighborhood. Those who have more financial capital, might be better equipped to
facilitate a neighborhod BBQ. Those with more social capital might have the necessary
contacts to prevent the municipality from implementing reforms that would lower
neighborhood wellbeing (e.g., removing benches in a park). While it is an interesting
observation that neighborhood engagement and resources coincide, this regularity also
hampers my ability to empirically distinguish between these two mechanisms. I believe
that exploring whether access to resources facilitates neighborhood engagement is a fruitful
avenue for future research.

Variations in network homogeneity by neighborhood
composition

I suggested two theories, conflict and contact theory, to explain how the neighborhood
composition could relate to attraction to similarity and rejection of dissimilarity. According
to conflict theory, groups perceive each other as competitors and threats. Conflict theory
predicts that an increase in outgroup members will increase the rejection of dissimilar others,
because their increased prevalence is threating. To buffer against this threat, people might
want to stick with their ingroup. I find that unemployed, young adults and older people
display this pattern, meaning that Hypothesis 3a is confirmed for these groups. As the
number of dissimilar neighbors increases, both their rejection and attraction bias increase.
Contact theory predicts that exposure to outgroup members decreases prejudice,
and increases the likelihood of friendly association (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp,
2006). An increase in dissimilar neighbors would thus make individuals more positive
about dissimilar neighbors and more likely to associate with them. I find this pattern for
middle aged, married individuals and non-migrants, for whom rejection biases decrease
as they live in neighborhoods that contain more dissimilar neighbors. Simultaneously,
their attraction biases increase as they live in neighborhoods with more similar neighbors.
Thus, for middle aged, married individuals and non-migrants, Hypothesis 3b is confirmed.
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Finally, I found an unexpected pattern for men and retired people. As they lived among
more ingroup members, their attraction biases increased, while rejection biases remained
stable (for men) or rejection increased as they were surrounded by more dissimilar others
(for retired people). I label the finding for men ‘ingroup favoritism’, because ingroup
favoritism occurs when groups are motivated to advance the well-being of their own
group, while they are relatively indifferent to other groups (Balliet et al., 2014). For retired
people, I find a blend of ingroup favoritism and conflict theory, seeing that they do not only
favor their own group, but they also seem averse towards otherness when opportunities
for outgroup contact increase.
These findings again stress the heterogeneity of neighborhood effects for different
social groups. Not only does network homogeneity vary by social groups, but variations in
neighborhood composition also affect different groups differently. While being surrounded
by more outgroup members leads to fewer ties between some social groups, for other
groups the opportunity of more intergroup contact incentivizes intergroup ties.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study has several limitations that offer opportunities for future research. First, I
investigated one social dimension at a time, meaning that I treated different group memberships
as mutually exclusive. In reality, individuals are simultaneously members of many groups.
Depending on how these group memberships intersect, preferences for similarity can actually
produce intergroup contact (Blau & Schwartz, 1982). To address this, I reported correlations
between the social dimensions under investigation, and I found that with the exception of
age and work status, social dimensions were largely independent. To the extent that group
memberships do intersect, investigating them simultaneously could give a more refined picture
as to where people insist on similarity and where they tolerate dissimilarity.
Second, social class is an important marker of distinction comprising several factors
that are not currently captured in the analyses. The reason is that, even though I do
have information on the education of egos and alters, this information is not available
to us at the neighborhood level. At the neighborhood level, I do have information on
income levels, however, I do not have this type of information at the alter level. Because
of the difficulty of aligning the different data sources, I settled on a simple measure of
employment status. I have therefore provided measures of financial, cultural and social
resources by employment status at the ego-level (see Table 6). I am aware that this does
not directly capture homogeneity with regard to social class. But I do hope that it at least
provides some more nuance to help the reader understand how employment status relates
to other measures of social class in the data.
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Third, in the analyses, I treated the neighborhood composition as a given opportunity
structure. As mentioned in the theory section, this opportunity structure is not randomly
generated. Especially the middle class tends to move from less wealthy neighborhoods to more
affluent neighborhoods, leaving behind neighborhoods of concentrated poverty (Atkinson,
2006). I therefore empirically controlled for moving history and neighborhood SES. Still, the
respondents might have already exerted some of their preference for similarity or rejection
of dissimilarity when choosing their neighborhoods. If this is true, then I might have
underestimated the individual choice to associate with ingroup members or to reject outgroup
members. Our understanding of homogeneity in neighborhood networks could be further
advanced by studying the conditions that lead social groups to live in different neighborhoods.
Evidence on different impacts of neighborhood compositions on different groups have
clear implications for urban policy. Fine-grained strategies that consider the varying impact
of neighborhood compositions for different groups are needed. In both Europe and the US,
socio-economic mixing policies (e.g., Moving to Opportunity) assume that life chances
of residents can be improved by mixing neighborhoods in terms of residents’ SES. This
improvement in life chances is thought to occur via social mechanisms, such that residents
of higher SES function as role models and offer support or advice to residents of lower SES
(for a critical review, see: Miltenburg, 2017). The findings suggest that more fine-grained
policy strategies are needed to achieve this. I find that whether mixing is positively or
negatively related to outgroup rejection depends on group membership. In the case of
non-migrants, married individuals and middle-aged adults – the economically strongest
groups in this study – the results of mixing are promising. The more neighborhoods are
mixed, the smaller the rejection bias. Existing mixing policies at the neighborhood level
might thus be effective for these groups.
In the case of other groups, mixing at the neighborhood level might be a necessary
condition for intergroup ties, but it is not a sufficient one. In some cases, for instance
old and retired individuals, social mixing is associated with more outgroup rejection.
This suggests that neighborhood mixing can defeat its purpose when not combined with
additional incentives to mingle and meet. The finding that married individuals have the
most homogenous networks hints at the importance of shared foci for establishing social
relationships. If it is true that daycare centers draw people together, then desegregating
the spaces where individuals actually meet, such as daycare centers, community centers or
going-out places, might be more effective than mixing at the neighborhood level.
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Abstract
A wealth of previous research finds that individuals tend to form ties with similar
others. However, we know relatively little about tie loss and to what extent it is driven by
dissimilarity. In this chapter, I argue that ties that are dissimilar with regard to gender, age,
ethnicity, and education are more difficult to maintain and are therefore lost faster than
similar ties. I test three explanations of why dissimilar ties are more difficult to maintain,
namely lack of meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and lower network
embeddedness. To test these explanations, I analyzed two waves of the Survey on the Social
Networks of the Dutch (SSND, 2006/2007, 2013/2014). The SSND contains comprehensive
longitudinal panel data on ego networks of 440 respondents, who were interviewed about
a wide range of relationships, their alters’ sociodemographic characteristics, where and
when they met their alters, as well as how and whether they maintain these relationships.
I conducted event history analyses that modeled tie loss. Results showed that ties that were
dissimilar in terms of gender, age, or ethnicity were significantly more likely to be lost,
and that the majority of alters were lost in the very early years of the relationship. Meeting
opportunities and network embeddedness were unable to explain loss of dissimilar ties.
Preferences for similarity explained why ethnically dissimilar alters were lost earlier. I
conclude that dissimilarity is a powerful driver of tie loss, and that more research is needed
to better understand the underlying mechanisms.

90

Maintenance of Social Capital and the Loss of Dissimilar Ties

4.1 Introduction
Social relationships come and go, and they do so in non-random ways. A central feature
that structures the ‘coming’ of social relationships is similarity in terms of relevant social
characteristics, such as gender, age, and ethnicity (McPherson et al., 2001). Much less is
known about the ‘going’ of social relationships and the role that dissimilarity might play in
this regard. This is interesting, because both the coming and going of relationships affect
the composition of personal networks. The heavy focus on tie formation is unsurprising,
because every existing social relationship must have come into being. Yet, many social ties
are not created once to last forever. If poorly maintained, they are lost over time (Burt,
2002; Kleinbaum, 2017), and the majority of social relationships dissipate within the course
of a few years (Mollenhorst et al., 2014). What is not fully clear is whom we lose and to
what extent this loss is governed by mechanisms related to dissimilarity. The research
question for this chapter therefore reads: What are the effects of dissimilarity on tie loss?
In the existing literature, the most detailed account of the link between dissimilarity
and tie loss stems from the divorce literature. This work shows that partners who are
dissimilar, for example in terms of ethnicity, are more likely to get divorced (Smith, Maas, &
van Tubergen, 2012). Marriage bonds greatly differ from other personal relationships, such
as non-kin ties, which are the focus of this chapter. Still, theoretical arguments for losing
dissimilar partners provide a useful starting point for arguments why other dissimilar ties
are lost more easily. The divorce literature provides three relevant arguments: dissimilarity
restricts the number of activities that partners enjoy doing together, it limits their ability
to understand each other, and it involves crossing a social boundary that might be opposed
by other people present in the network (Kalmijn, 1998).
These three arguments have been applied to divorce and it is possible that—in a modified
shape—they also apply to tie loss of non-kin ties. I translate the argument of enjoying shared
activities into the broader concept of meeting opportunities. Compared to marriage ties, nonkin ties are more likely to be maintained in specific contexts that provide opportunities for
socializing (e.g., at work, the sports club, or in the neighborhood). I argue that dissimilar
ties have fewer meeting opportunities, which hampers tie maintenance and might result
in tie loss. Second, the argument that partners are less well-equipped to understand each
other when they are dissimilar can be aligned with the network literature by linking it
to the concept of preferences for similarity. An important reason that individuals prefer
similarity is because similar people reflect their worldview, they speak the same language,
and interactions go more smoothly (Marks, 1994). All this contributes to people feeling
more understood by similar others. Finally, I translate the idea that others in the network
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might oppose a dissimilar partner into the concept of network embeddedness, which captures
to what extent individuals in a network are connected with one another via positive ties.
Dissimilar ties are likely to have fewer indirect connections tying a dissimilar alter to ego,
which might make tie loss of dissimilar alters more likely. In short, I expect that a lack of
meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and lower network embeddedness are
all obstacles to the maintenance of dissimilar ties, which facilitates their loss.
This chapter seeks to better understand the effects of dissimilarity on tie loss by
focusing on two important types of non-kin social ties in adult personal networks, namely
confidants and practical helpers. These two types of ties cover different aspects of the
network. Confidants are alters whom individuals turn to when they have a need to discuss
important matters, and these are typically stronger ties of high trust. Practical helpers
are alters whom individuals turn to when they need help with practical matters, like odd
jobs around the house. These ties are typically weaker and made up of people who are
easily available for practical help, like neighbors. I explicitly focus on the loss of non-kin
ties, because the process of tie loss likely differs for partners or kin ties, and similarity
arguments might operate differently for them.
In a first step, I investigate whether confidants and practical helpers are lost faster
when they are dissimilar in a range of relevant social characteristics, namely gender, age,
ethnicity, and education. These characteristics have been shown to be important stratifying
dimensions that structure social cleavages (e.g., Marsden, 1988). I consider tie loss as a
process that occurs over time: the life of a social tie spans from the moment the tie is
formed till the moment it is lost. Specifically, I am interested in how many years a tie
survives before it is lost and whether dissimilar ties survive fewer years than similar ties.
In a second step, I test three arguments for a faster loss of dissimilar ties compared to similar
ties, namely meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and network embeddedness. I
argue that these three factors form barriers to tie maintenance, particularly so for dissimilar ties.
In a third step, I test whether the risk of tie loss decreases over time, particularly so for dissimilar
ties. This is because barriers that increase the risk of tie loss (i.e., lack of meeting opportunities,
preferences for similarity, and lower network embeddedness) might be particularly relevant
in early years of the relationship, but can be overcome in time, which decreases the risk of tie
loss. To test the predictions resulting from these arguments, I analyzed longitudinal data from
two waves of the Survey on the Social Networks of the Dutch (SSND, 2006/2007, 2013/2014). These
two waves of the SSND contain comprehensive longitudinal panel data on ego networks of 440
respondents, who were interviewed about a wide range of relationships, including these alters’
sociodemographic characteristics, network functions, where and when they had met, and how
and whether they still maintain these relationships.
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4.2 Obstacles to the Maintenance of
Dissimilar Ties
This chapter rests on the central argument that dissimilar ties are lost faster because
their maintenance is more difficult than the maintenance of similar ties. In a first step, I
discuss obstacles to tie maintenance of dissimilar ties. I then argue that, in the long run,
several of these initial obstacles will be overcome, which decreases investment costs of tie
maintenance and makes dissimilar ties more resilient.
Many obstacles to maintenance of dissimilar ties are already present during the stage
of tie formation: lack of meeting opportunities, preferences, and embeddedness in the
existing network. While this chapter is about the processes that are at play when ties
have already formed, I argue that barriers that were already present at the start of the
relationship penetrate into the stage of tie maintenance and make it more difficult to
nurture ties with dissimilar others.
Lack of meeting opportunities for tie maintenance. A central finding in
the homophily literature is that the composition of meeting spaces provides contact
opportunities primarily with similar others (McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987; McPherson
et al., 2001; Verbrugge, 1977). Because we can only befriend whom we get to meet, our
networks tend to consist disproportionally of people like us, even if we did not prefer
similar others. While this argument is typically applied to the stage of tie formation, it is
also very applicable to the stage of tie maintenance. Once dissimilar alters have entered the
network, keeping them in the network remains difficult because egos need to work harder
to create opportunities to meet their alters. To maintain social ties, individuals need to have
opportunities for contact (Mollenhorst et al., 2014), because social ties are at a constant
risk of withering away if the contact is not renewed (Burt, 2002; Kleinbaum, 2017). The
social environment can be more or less effective in facilitating contact opportunities, and
as we know from the homophily literature, the social environment tends to provide fewer
contact opportunities with dissimilar ties.
Because dissimilar ties are less likely to share tastes and preferences (Kalmijn, 1998),
they are also less likely to engage in shared activities (S. L. Feld, 1981), which makes
their maintenance more difficult (Stauder, 2014). I expect this to be true even after
meaningful ties have already been established. To illustrate, suppose a company employs
a diversity of people, and accordingly social ties are established between a diversity of
others. Nevertheless, when it comes to activities outside of work, colleagues who are
more dissimilar will have fewer opportunities to foster their relationships. After-work
drinks will attract people who have fewer family obligations, participating in specific
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sports activities will separate colleagues by gender, and engaging in cultural activities
will separate colleagues by educational background. Indeed, one study that focuses on the
university context found that dissimilar ties are more likely to be lost, and that this effect
disappears after controlling for shared foci, such as attending the same course (Kossinets
& Watts, 2009). One possible interpretation is that meeting opportunities facilitate the
maintenance of dissimilar ties, and if meeting opportunities are lacking, then dissimilar
ties are lost.
Preferences for similarity. Apart from meeting opportunities, the homophily
literature teaches us that—within certain constraints, such as who is available to us—
individuals do make decisions (Fischer, 1982; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987). They
choose with whom to strike up a conversation, whom to invite to their birthdays, and to
whom they lend an empathic ear. The observation that social networks tend to be more
homogeneous than the contexts from which social ties are selected has led to the conclusion
that individuals prefer similar others (McPherson et al., 2001).
While this logic is often applied to the phase of tie formation, it is easy to see how it
applies to tie maintenance. Preferences of similarity likely play a role not only when people
first befriend others, but also when they choose which friends to seek out for contact.
With increasing similarity, social ties are more likely to be sought out for comfort and
support (Wright, 2012). When they need someone to confide in, individuals choose those
who are most likely to offer empathy, which tend to be individuals who have undergone
similar experiences (Small, 2017). Even if individual networks contain a variety of social
ties, individuals tend to seek out similar ties and thereby nurture their relationship with
similar others while forgoing opportunities to foster their ties with dissimilar ones. This
might explain why bonds with similar others tend to be stronger and higher in trust than
bonds with dissimilar others (Putnam, 2000). The point here is not that dissimilar ties
are absent in the network, but that they are nurtured and cultivated to a lesser degree,
despite their presence.
Structural embeddedness in social networks. Another obstacle to the maintenance
of dissimilar ties is that they tend to be less well embedded in existing networks
(Granovetter, 1973). A dissimilar tie is less likely to have indirect connections to a focal
individual via shared friends. This makes tie maintenance costlier, because tie maintenance
requires time and energy and this burden is spread over fewer individuals (Burt, 2002).
People by far do not only maintain their ties directly and one-on-one, but they meet in
groups, they hear news of one friend via another, and they pass on their regards via shared
friends. Accordingly, ties that are well embedded in one’s network have been found to be
stronger and more stable over time (S. L. Feld, 1997).
94

Maintenance of Social Capital and the Loss of Dissimilar Ties
The reasons for weaker structural embeddedness of dissimilar ties are the same reasons
that any individual is less likely to have ties to dissimilar others, namely a lack of meeting
opportunities and preferences for similarity. These barriers are partly counteracted by
transitivity, which is the observation that people who have a shared friend (in this case
the focal actor) are likely to become friends with one another (Louch, 2000). However, the
benefits of transitivity also apply to similar ties, and similar ties have the additional benefits
of more meeting opportunities and being preferred by the shared friend(s). Because of their
weaker structural embeddedness in existing networks, dissimilar ties are maintained less
actively, which increases their risk of tie loss.
Before testing these three explanations for faster loss of dissimilar ties, we need to
establish that dissimilar ties are indeed lost faster. Seeing that there are several reasons
why dissimilar ties are harder to maintain, the first hypothesis reads as follows:

4

Hypothesis 1: Dissimilar ties are lost faster than similar ties.
After establishing that dissimilar ties are lost faster, I explore to what extent this can be
explained by any of the above obstacles. In other words, I expect that the three obstacles
(partially) mediate the association between dissimilarity and tie loss. To test for a lack
of meeting opportunities, I test whether geographical distance and the context in which
people meet explain the faster loss of dissimilar ties. To examine whether preferences
explain this difference, I test for how important it is to respondents that their friends
are similar to them in a range of relevant characteristics. And to examine network
embeddedness, I test for the number of indirect ties between alters. Accordingly, the
mediation hypothesis reads:
Hypothesis 2: The faster loss of dissimilar ties is mediated by meeting opportunities,
preferences for similarity, and network embeddedness.

Overcoming Initial Obstacles

The above sections make the point that dissimilar ties are lost faster than similar ties
because they face more obstacles, which makes tie maintenance more difficult. In this
section, I focus on the extent to which such initial obstacles still matter in the long run.
Time is an important factor, especially for dissimilar ties. Social relationships are the most
fragile in their early stages, a phenomenon that has been termed the ‘liability of newness’
(Burt, 2002). New ties are typically not as well embedded in one’s social environment,
and only as individuals get more acquainted with each other do they gain a better
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understanding of their liking of the other person, as well as how valuable and compatible
they are. In addition, because there are no formal friendship or acquaintanceship contracts,
the exact relationship expectations emerge only over time (Wiseman, 1986). In repeated
interactions, people gain a clearer understanding of the relationship contract, such as
degree of commitment and investment expectations. Drawing up this imaginary contract
takes time, and if expectations turn out to differ, then friendships are no longer nurtured.
I combine the liability of newness with the three obstacles that hinder the maintenance
of dissimilar ties to reach a more nuanced understanding of the loss of dissimilar ties over
time. A lack of meeting opportunities, similarity preferences, and network embeddedness
are barriers that dissimilar ties could theoretically face at any stage in the relationship.
However, these are also obstacles that dissimilar ties are able to overcome if they manage to
stay in the network for a sufficient amount of time. With regard to meeting opportunities,
we know that many social ties break when individuals change social contexts (S. L. Feld
& Carter, 1998). However, those dissimilar ties that did survive initial changes in social
contexts will likely have sufficient other shared foci with the focal individual, or were
valuable enough to be carried over into new social contexts. Individuals also create new foci
to jointly meet friends of different social circles (S. L. Feld, 1982). Regarding preferences
for similarity, we know that on average, dissimilar ties tend to be preferred less. But if a
particular dissimilar tie has been connected to ego for many years, then it had the chance to
proof itself as a trustworthy and empathic companion. Regarding network embeddedness,
a dissimilar tie that has been in the network for many years will likely have had the chance
to meet many other network members and has gradually been embedded in the network.
Following these considerations, I expect that dissimilar ties that have survived the
liability of newness are those ties that managed to overcome the initial barriers that
dissimilar ties typically face. If this is true, then I expect that over time, the risk of tie loss
will converge for dissimilar ties and similar ties.
Hypothesis 3: As relationship duration increases, the effects of meeting
opportunities, preferences for similarity, and network embeddedness on tie
loss decrease.
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4. 3 Methods
Data

I used waves 2 and 3 of the Survey on the Social Networks of the Dutch (SSND, 2006/2007,
2013/2014), which contain comprehensive panel data on ego networks of Dutch residents.
I focus on these two waves because they provide information about the loss of specific
relationships. For the first wave of the SSND (collected in 1999/2000), a stratified random
sample of 40 was drawn from approximately 500 municipalities in the Netherlands, accounting
for the degree of urbanization and number of residents. Within each municipality, a random
sample of four neighborhoods was drawn, and 25 addresses within those neighborhoods
were randomly selected. Interviews were conducted at eight of these addresses with the
person who was to have his/her birthday next. The response rate was 40%, which is a typical
response rate for survey research in the Netherlands. The initial response rate for wave 2
(SSND, 2006/2007) was 79%, and the response rate for wave 3 (SSND, 2013/2014) was 76%.
For every additional wave of the SSND panel data, a refreshment sample was added to account
for attrition. I focus on respondents who participated in both waves (N = 440). Table 9 shows
descriptive statistics of all respondent characteristics.
Table 9: Descriptive statistics of respondents and alters in SSND 2006/2007.
Count

%

Mean

SD

55.17

11.44

Respondents
Age

436

Gender
Men

238

.55

Women

198

.45

415

.96

Ethnicity
Dutch
Western migrant

8

.02

Non-Western migrant

8

.005

Education
Primary to lower vocational

13

.03

General secondary to pre-university

131

.30

Intermediate to higher vocational

111

.25

University

182

.42

Work status
No paid job

173

.41

Paid job

252

.59
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Alters
Age

Count

%

1,087

Mean

SD

51.83

12.65

Gender
Men

768

.67

Women

371

.33

1,096

.97

Turkish

3

.003

Indonesian

8

.01

Ethnicity
Dutch

Moroccan

0

.00

Surinamese

5

.004

Western migrant

16

.01

Non-Western migrant

3

.003

Education
Primary to lower vocational

176

.18

General secondary to pre-university

198

.20

Intermediate to higher vocational

371

.38

University

244

.25

Measuring Personal Networks
Network information was collected in two steps: first, names and functions of network
members were obtained using several name generator questions. To delineate the network,
I focused on two specific questions, namely “With whom did you discuss important
personal matters during the last six months?”, capturing the core discussion network (e.g.,
Burt, 1984; Marsden, 1987), and “If you are doing an odd job at home and you need someone
to give you a hand, e.g., to carry furniture or to hold a ladder, whom do you ask for help?”,
capturing practical helpers. Next, follow-up questions were asked to obtain relational
information and characteristics of alters. Because this chapter focuses on non-kin ties, I
excluded alters who were mentioned as family members or romantic partners.
Characteristics of alters. Alter gender was measured dichotomously (man, woman) with
the question “What is the gender of [name]?”, and age was assessed in years in response
to the question, “What is the age of [name]?”. Ethnicity was measured in seven categories
capturing the largest ethnic groups in the Netherlands, namely Dutch, Turkish, Moroccan,
Indonesian, Surinamese, other Western migrant, and other non-Western migrant. Alters’
educational backgrounds were measured in four categories, namely ‘primary education
to lower vocational education’, ‘general secondary education to pre-university education’,
‘intermediate vocational education to higher vocational training’, and ‘university degree’.
98

Maintenance of Social Capital and the Loss of Dissimilar Ties
Relationship duration was measured in years as response to the question “For how long
have you known [name]?”. Table 9 shows descriptive statistics of all alter characteristics.
Outcome Variable
The outcome of interest was risk of tie loss, which captured the risk of tie loss for similar
versus dissimilar ties in any given year that alters were in the network. A tie was regarded
as lost if the alter appeared in the SSND2, but did not reappear in the SSND3. A relationship
was regarded as continued if the same alter appeared in both SSND waves, even if the role
of the alter changed between the waves. If an alter who was a confidant in the SSND2
reappeared in the SSND3 in the role of either practical helper or any other role,1 then I
considered the relationship as continued. The tie was considered lost only if the alter did
not reappear in response to any of the many name generator questions in the SSND3.
The SSND has a special feature that allowed checking whether alters who did not reappear
in the SSND3 were indeed lost from the network or whether respondents did not mention
them for other reasons. At the end of the interview in 2013/2014, respondents were presented
with a list of confidants and practical helpers that they had named in 2006/2007 but not in
2013/2014. Respondents were asked why they had not mentioned these alters again. Possible
reasons were because respondents had forgotten to mention them, because it was self-evident
that they were still important, because the relationship had changed, because they no longer
saw them, or other reasons. Respondents were then asked if they still had contact with these
alters (yes, no). If respondents reported that they still had contact with these alters, then I
considered the relationship as having been continued.
Predictor Variables
The main predictor variables captured similarity between ego and alter with regard to
gender, age, ethnicity, and educational background. If the alter attribute matched the ego
attribute (e.g., both alter and ego were women), the alter characteristic was coded as 1,
if they differed, the characteristic was coded as 0. Gender, ethnicity, and education were
coded in the same way.
I treated similarity with regard to age differently, because age is measured continuously.
I considered alters to be similar in terms of age if alter age was within a certain range
around ego’s age. One problem is that the same absolute age range (e.g., a range of five
1

Other available name generator questions asked respondents whom they asked for advice at work, whom
they give advice at work, who their two closest colleagues are, who their boss is, whom they have quarreled
with sometimes, who their two direct neighbors are, whom they spend leisure time with, whom they ask
for help when they fall sick, who asks them for help, and who is important to them but not yet listed in
response to any of the previous questions.
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years) is likely to be experienced differently by people of different ages. For a 20-year
old, an age difference of five years likely means that their social ties are in different life
stages, while for a 40-year old, the same absolute age difference might be experienced as
negligible. To solve this problem, I constructed an age range that is relative to ego’s age,
namely 15% above or below ego’s age. If ego was 20 years old, then alters were considered
similar if their age was in the range of 17 to 23 years, because 15% of 20 years is 3 years.
For a 40-year old ego, this range was 34 to 46 years, and for an 80-year-old it was 68 to 92
years. This measure accounted for the fact that the same age difference (in absolute terms)
has a different meaning for younger versus older people.
Mediating Variables
To explain why dissimilar alters differed from similar alters with regard to tie loss, I included
a series of mediator variables (see Hypothesis 2). I included two measures of meeting
opportunities, namely geographical distance—capturing how far alter lived away from ego (<
1 km, 1–9 km, 10–19 km, 20–100 km, > 100 km)—as well as the number of meeting contexts
where ego usually meets alter (home, family, school, work, club/association, via friends, public
going-out place, neighborhood, other context). To this end, I summed across all meeting
contexts where respondents indicated to typically meet the respective alter.
Preferences for similarity was measured on a four-item scale asking respondents how
important it was that their friends were similar to them regarding gender, age, ethnicity,
or education (1= very unimportant, 5 = very important; Cronbach’s alpha = .72).
Structural network embeddedness was measured as the number of ties between alters.
This information was available only for confidants. At the end of the interview, SSND2
respondents saw a list of the confidants they had named and answered how well their
confidants knew one another (1 = they avoid each other, 5 = they know each other very
well). I considered confidants to have a tie if the respondent indicated that they knew each
other either well or very well.2
Control Variables
To test the robustness of my findings, I report both unadjusted models and models
controlling for respondent gender, age (linear and squared term), ethnicity, educational
background, and work status. This was to account for the possibility that social groups
differed with regard to their likelihood of discontinuing social relationships (e.g., migrants

2

This is a network-level measure. An alternative measure is to account for the indirect ties that bind a
specific alter to others in the network. However, this information was available only for confidants, and
not practical helpers.
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might be more tolerant of ties to ethnic majority members in their networks than vice
versa). These variables were coded as shown in Table 9.
Analytical Strategy
For the main analyses, I estimated discrete-time event history models predicting tie loss.
These analyses were based on complementary log-log models, which estimate binary
outcomes (i.e., tie loss) similar to logit models.3 I clustered standard errors within egos
because of the nested nature of the data (i.e., alters are nested in egos). I first estimated the
main effects of ego-alter similarity on the probability of tie loss (Model 1) and then added
control variables (Model 2). I then added mediating variables (Models 3–5). Because the
models estimate hazard ratios, I cannot directly compare coefficients across models. For
the mediation analyses, I therefore assessed the relative weight of the mediators, applying
the KHB method as suggested by Karlson, Holm, and Breen (2012). Finally, I interacted
relationship duration with the mediating variables to understand if the strength of the
mediation decreases as relationships grow older (Model 6–8).
To facilitate the result interpretation of the discrete-time event history models, I would
like to highlight an important idiosyncrasy of the data. Based on the SSND data, I know
how long alters were in the network in 2006/2007 (i.e., SSND2) and I know whether they
were still present in 2013/2014 (i.e., SSND3). However, there is no information on the years
between the waves. This means that I do not know in which year between the two waves
alters were lost. The models thus estimate the risk of tie loss occurring at any point in the
seven-year period between 2006/2007 and 2013/2014.
This has implications for the interpretation of the results. For example, if the results
show that 10% of dissimilar ties are lost after ego knew them for one year, then this needs
to be interpreted as follows: 10% of alters whom ego knew for one year are lost in the
subsequent seven years. Figure 11 illustrates the data structure, displaying the number
of years that ego was connected to alters who stayed in the network between 2006/2007
and 2013/2014 (upper graph) and those who were lost (lower graph). The black bars show
the relationship length in years, and faded graphs indicate the period in which alters were
lost. This illustration makes clear that, even though it is unclear in which exact year alters
were lost between the waves, a period of seven years is relatively short considering the
long survival span of social ties.
3

I opted for complementary log-log models over logit models because the former are more appropriate when
an event is very likely or very unlikely to occur, as is the case for our outcome of interest. Furthermore,
the estimates are directly interpretable as hazard ratios. Logit models are more appropriate when the
distribution of events that occurred and did not occur is more symmetrical. As a robustness check, I did
re-estimate all models as logit models and found almost identical results.
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4.4 Results
Descriptive Results

Table 10 shows the relationship duration of similar versus dissimilar alters in 2006/2007.
Alters who were dissimilar in terms of age knew ego for almost seven years shorter
(SE = 0.38, p < .001) than alters who were similar in terms of age. Alters who were dissimilar
in terms of gender knew ego for almost four years less (SE = 0.82, p < .001), and alters
who were dissimilar in terms of ethnicity knew ego for three years less (SE = 0.37, p <
.036). I found no significant difference in relationship duration between alters who were
similar versus dissimilar in terms of education. These descriptive results suggest that
ego-alter relationships have a shorter history if ego and alter are dissimilar with regard
to gender, age, and ethnicity. These differences provide some evidence with regard to tie
loss; however, this evidence is indirect because the analyses are cross-sectional and based
on alters who are present in the network in the SSND2. They do not yet consider who is
lost between the waves.
Table 10: Relationships’ length (in years) by similarity between respondents and alters.
Similar

Dissimilar

N

Mean

SD

N

Mean

Age

687

20.36

Gender

829

18.67

Ethnicity

1,059

17.85

Education

351

17.94

SD

p

12.87

402

12.76

308

13.50

10.41

< .001

14.95

10.94

< .001

12.47

61

14.90

11.59

.04

12.78

641

18.16

12.35

.60

Note: p-values indicate results of two-samples t-tests testing whether relationship duration was longer for
similar alters versus dissimilar alters.

Discrete-Time Event History Models

In the main analyses, I estimated survival models showing the risk of tie loss by alter-ego
similarity with regard to the four characteristics of interest. Figure 12 displays the survival
curves for alters who were similar versus dissimilar to ego in terms of five characteristics.
Two findings stand out: First, the risk of tie loss was particularly high among alters who
had been connected to ego for a shorter period of time. The majority of tie losses between
the waves occurred after alters were in the network for up to 10 years, and the risk of tie
loss steeply declined within this period. If alters were connected to ego for roughly 20
years, there was hardly any change in the risk of tie loss between the waves.
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Second, the likelihood of tie loss was significantly higher for dissimilar alters than for
similar alters across all four characteristics. This difference was most pronounced in the
early years of the social relationship, which is when most tie losses occurred. After 20
years, only a small difference in the risk of tie loss remained for similar versus dissimilar
alters with regard to most characteristics. The exception was ethnicity: For alters who were
dissimilar in terms of ethnicity, the risk of tie loss remained profoundly higher than for
ethnically similar alters, even if ego and alter had known each other for 50 years (which
was the maximum relationship length between an ego and alter who were dissimilar in
terms of ethnicity).
The above models show that dissimilar ties have a higher risk of being lost when
modeling one characteristic at a time. Because certain characteristics were correlated—
for example, age similarity was correlated with similarity in terms of education and
gender—I repeated the above analyses estimating all markers of dissimilarity in the same
model (see Table 11, Model 1). This model makes it possible to better understand the
unique contributions of the single markers of dissimilarity, because it accounts for the
contributions of all other variables in the model. This multivariate model produced a
pattern of results that was similar to the univariate results in Figure 12. Adding egolevel control variables resulted in a reduction of the effect of similarity in education and
rendered it no longer statistically significant (see Table 11, Model 2). Hypothesis 1, which
stated that dissimilar ties are lost faster than similar ties, is thus confirmed for alters who
are dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity.
Mediation analyses. Next, I added the mediator variables and applied the KHB
method to assess whether including mediator variables significantly reduced the effects
of similarity. To test for the mediating role of meeting opportunities, I added geographical
distance and number of social contexts where ego meets alters (Model 3). Neither
geographical distance nor number of meeting contexts had an effect. More importantly,
neither geographical distance nor meeting opportunities significantly reduced the effects
of similarity, meaning that I did not find evidence for mediation via these variables. When
including these variables, ties that were dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity
had the same risk of being lost.
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Figure 11: Bars show relationship length per alter N alter = 1169. Y-Axis labels show Alter ID. Shaded
area between 2006 and 2013 mean that the social tie was lost in the period between 2006/2007
and 2013/2014.

Figure 12: Survival curves displaying the probability of tie loss by relationship length for alters
who are similar versus different in terms of five characteristics Models are based on N observations = 16,636 (i.e., number of alters x years until tie loss). N respondents = 440.
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Table 11: Results of event history models on tie loss. Models are based on N observations = 16,636, which is
given by the number of alters x years until tie loss occurred. N respondents = 440.
(1)

(2)a

Time varying

0.91

1.74

baseline hazard

[0.83,1.01]

[1.55,1.96]

[1.66,2.25]

[1.53,1.94]

[1.53,1.94]

Gender same

0.47

0.75

0.73

0.75

0.74**

[0.39,0.58]

[0.62,0.91]

[0.57,0.93]

[0.62,0.91]

[0.61,0.90]

0.39

0.51

0.51

0.50

0.50***

[0.33,0.47]

[0.43,0.60]

[0.42,0.63]

[0.42,0.59]

[0.42,0.59]

0.15***

0.65

0.37***

0.55*

0.50***

[0.11,0.19]

[0.42,1.01]

[0.21,0.65]

[0.34,0.88]

[0.34,0.74]

0.76*

1.15

1.14

1.14

1.15

[0.61,0.95]

[0.96,1.37]

[0.90,1.43]

[0.95,1.37]

[0.96,1.38]

Age same
Ethnicity same
Education same

(3) a
***

***

***

**

***

(4) a

1.93

***

*

***

(5) a

1.72

***

**

***

1.73***

Mediator variables

4

Geographical distance:
< 1 km

Ref.

1–9 km

1.07
[0.84,1.35]

1–9 km

1.20
[0.83,1.72]

10–19 km

1.12
[0.76,1.64]

20–100 km

0.96
[0.63,1.46]

No. of meeting contexts

0.95
[0.84,1.08]

Preferences for similarity

0.97
[0.85,1.09]

No. of indirect ties

1.00
[0.97,1.03]

Note: Coefficients represent hazard ratios. If the hazard ratio is smaller than 1, the risk of tie loss is smaller
compared to the reference group. The opposite applies if the hazard ratio is larger than 1. If the hazard ratio
is 1, the groups are similar with regard to risk of tie loss. 95% confidence intervals are presented in square
brackets. + p <.10, * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001. a These models are adjusted for ego-level characteristics.

Next, I tested for the mediating role of preferences for similarity (Model 4). While the main
effect of preferences for similarity was not significant, I found evidence for a mediating
effect for the effect of ethnic similarity on tie loss. Including preferences for similarity
significantly reduced the difference in the risk of tie loss between alters who are ethnically
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similar versus dissimilar. The effects of other dimensions of similarity were unaffected by
the inclusion of preferences for similarity.
Finally, I tested for network embeddedness by including the number of ties between
alters (Model 5). The main effect was not significant, and including this measure did not
reduce the effects of alter-ego similarity. I therefore conclude that there was no mediating
effect for structural network embeddedness.
Overall, I find very limited evidence for the mediation hypothesis. The only variable
that mediated the relationship between similarity and tie loss was preferences for similarity,
and this variable mediated only the effect of ethnic similarity.
Overcoming initial barriers. The final hypothesis was that barriers that are present at
the beginning of the relationship will be overcome in the long run. The mediation analyses
showed that meeting opportunities and network embeddedness did not mediate the relationship
between alter similarity and tie loss. It is possible that I was unable to detect mediation effects
because the analyses showed the effects of meeting opportunities and network embeddedness
at one ‘random’ point in the life of a social tie, rather than how their effects vary over time. It
is possible that a lack of meeting opportunities and network embeddedness are particularly
detrimental in early stages of the relationship, but that they dissipate over time. To test this
hypothesis, I conducted moderation analyses by interacting meeting opportunities, preferences
for similarity, and network embeddedness with relationship length (see Table 12). I expected
that with increasing relationship length, the coefficients of these variables would decrease.
Model 6 in Table 12 shows the results for meeting opportunities measured as
geographical distance and meeting contexts. I did not find that relationship length
moderated the link between geographical distance and tie loss. Regarding the number of
contexts where ego meets alter, the results did also not support the prediction. Regarding
both preferences for similarity (Model 7) and network embeddedness (Model 8), I found
no evidence for barriers dissipating over time.
Table 12: Results of moderation analyses based on event history models predicting tie loss.
(6)

(7)

(8)

baseline hazard

[0.92,1.50]

[0.88,1.30]

[0.91,1.31]

Relationship length (years)

1.03**

1.01

1.04***

[1.01,1.06]

[0.97,1.05]

[1.02,1.05]

0.72**

0.75**

0.73**

[0.56,0.92]

[0.62,0.92]

[0.60,0.89]

0.50***

0.49***

0.49***

[0.40,0.62]

[0.41,0.59]

[0.41,0.58]

Time varying

Gender same
Age same
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Ethnicity same
Education same

(6)

(7)

(8)

[0.22,0.72]

[0.41,1.14]

[0.37,0.87]

1.17

1.14

1.15

[0.91,1.50]

[0.94,1.38]

[0.95,1.39]

0.40**

Geographical distance: < 1 km

Ref.

1–9 km

0.98

0.68

0.57*

[0.63,1.51]
10–19 km

1.03
[0.49,2.16]

20–100 km

1.10
[0.50,2.40]

> 100

0.69
[0.25,1.96]

< 1 km X Relationship length

Ref.

1–9 km X Relationship length

1.01

4

[0.99,1.02]
10–19 km X Relationship length

1.01
[0.98,1.04]

20–100 km X Relationship length

1.00
[0.97,1.03]

> 100 X Relationship length

1.01
[0.98,1.04]

No. of meeting opportunities

0.89
[0.73,1.08]

No. of meeting opportunities X Relationship length

1.00
[1.00,1.01]

Preferences for similarity

0.96
[0.81,1.13]

Preferences for similarity X Relationship length

1.01
[1.00,1.02]

Indirect ties between alters

0.98
[0.93,1.04]

Indirect ties between alter X Relationship length

1.00
[1.00,1.00]

Note: Coefficients represent hazard ratios. If the hazard ratio is smaller than 1, the risk of tie loss is smaller
compared to the reference group. The opposite applies if the hazard ratio is larger than 1. If the hazard
ratio is 1, the groups are similar with regard to risk of tie loss. 95% confidence intervals are presented
in square brackets. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. All models are adjusted for ego-level characteristics.
N observations = 16,636 which is given by the number of alters x years until tie loss occurred. N
respondents = 440.

107

Chapter 4

4. 5 Discussion
The aim of this chapter was to better understand how dissimilarity affects the loss of
social ties. The central argument was that ties are more difficult to maintain if they are
dissimilar. For this reason, I expected that ties that are dissimilar in terms of gender,
age, ethnicity, and education would be lost faster than ties that are similar in terms of
these characteristics. I examined three well-established obstacles that I expected would
make it more difficult to maintain dissimilar ties, namely a lack of meeting opportunities,
preferences for similarity, and lower network embeddedness. I also tested to what extent
these obstacles mattered across the lifetime of a social tie. I predicted that these obstacles
would be most pronounced in early stages of the relationship and become less pronounced
as the relationship grows older.
Several findings accrue from this study that partly support and partly refute predictions
derived from previous research. First of all, I found strong evidence for ties being more
likely to be lost if they were dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity. Dissimilarity
in education also predicted tie loss, but this effect disappeared after accounting for egolevel characteristics. Ties that were dissimilar in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity were
consistently more likely to be lost than similar ties.
Second, when exploring three explanations for a faster loss of dissimilar ties, I could
explain only a fraction of the dissimilarity effect on tie loss. Preferences for similarity
was the only explanation that was able to account for faster loss of dissimilar ties, and this
applied only to ethnic dissimilarity. Specifically, I found that preferences for similarity was
one pathway via which ethnically dissimilar ties were lost faster. However, preferences for
similarity only partially accounted for the ethnic dissimilarity effect on tie loss, leaving
a large part of the ethnic dissimilarity effect unexplained. In addition, I did not find that
preferences for similarity explained why ties that were dissimilar in terms of gender or age
were lost faster. Furthermore, neither meeting opportunities nor network embeddedness
were able to account for faster loss of ties that were dissimilar in terms of any of the social
dimensions examined.
Thus, the overall conclusion with regard to the three barriers examined is that it
remains largely unclear why dissimilar ties are lost faster. This is very surprising, seeing
that the three explanations tested are very well-established in the literature on homophily.
A difference between the homophily literature and this study is that these explanations
are typically discussed in the context of tie formation, and less so in the phase of tie
maintenance. While I expected that meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and

108

Maintenance of Social Capital and the Loss of Dissimilar Ties
network embeddedness would matter not only for tie formation, but also tie maintenance,
the results clearly challenge this expectation.
Third, I tested the idea that meeting opportunities, preferences for similarity, and
network embeddedness matter more in the beginning of the relationship than in its later
years. If it is true that these barriers matter during tie formation, then they might also matter
in the very early phases of the relationship. I did not find evidence for this prediction.
Taking together the results of this study, it seems that there is a strong and consistent
tendency to lose dissimilar ties and that three well-established explanations are unable to
account for this. This leaves us with an open question, namely what it is about dissimilarity
that makes dissimilar ties disappear from networks. I discuss two possibilities: we either
need different measures or different theories.
Considering the first possibility, perhaps the theory is correct, but we need to test the
mechanisms differently. It is undeniable that ties require maintenance and that meeting
each other—even if it is in the online world—is necessary to maintain social ties. Indeed,
previous work that measured meeting opportunities in the same way as I did in this study,
found that a lack of meeting opportunities is an important explanation for why ties are
lost (Mollenhorst et al., 2014). This previous work, however, included romantic partners
and kin, and it did not focus on why dissimilar ties are more likely to be lost.
In addition, it is possible that we need more fine-grained measures of meeting
opportunities to better understand the dissimilarity effect on tie loss. Perhaps we would get
a clearer idea of how meeting opportunities matter for the maintenance of dissimilar ties by
considering not broad social contexts that individuals happen to enter or circumstantially
exit, but by studying foci of interactions that individuals create themselves. The difficulty
of meeting one’s dissimilar ties might lie not in the social contexts that one enters anyways,
like work, school, or neighborhoods, but it might lie in deliberately creating meeting
opportunities when one would not meet otherwise. Future research could explore the ease
of arranging to meet similar versus dissimilar ties by examining more closely the specific
foci of activities that people create and the barriers they face in doing so.
With regard to preferences for similarity and network embeddedness, I also consider
the possibility that the theories are correct, but we need to measure them differently.
Preferences for similarity are difficult to measure in explicit ways, because people might
not be aware of their own biases or they are unwilling to report them. Indeed, in this study
I observed that the majority of respondents indicated that they find it unimportant or
completely unimportant whether their friends are similar to them. One interpretation is
that the high average and relatively little variation hint at the possibility that respondents
gave socially desirable answers. Implicit measures are one way to alleviate this problem.
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Regarding network embeddedness, it is possible that individual perceptions are clouded
by an egocentric bias. Respondents might overrate the extent to which their dissimilar
friends are friends with other network members. Because the respondent is close to a
dissimilar alter, they might erroneously assume that others are also close to them. This
might lead respondents to report a higher number of indirect ties than there are in reality.
Another possibility is that the measures are accurate, but we need other theories to
understand loss of dissimilar ties. Perhaps tie formation is indeed a fundamentally different
process than tie maintenance, at least when it comes to dissimilar ties. Tie formation
with dissimilar ties is often thought of as a process that involves at least two necessary
conditions. We need to meet dissimilar others (i.e., meeting opportunities) and we need
to want to turn circumstantial encounters into social ties (i.e., individual preferences;
Fischer, 1982). What if meeting opportunities and preferences for similarity are indeed
indispensable during tie formation, but not during tie maintenance?
In the discussion above, I have already suggested that to understand maintenance of
dissimilar ties, we might need to rethink meeting opportunities as foci of activities rather
than broad social contexts where people circumstantially meet. Circumstantially meeting
is what creates the possibility to form a tie, but it is not what builds lasting relationships.
To build lasting relationships, individuals need to make an effort. They need to arrange to
meet, carve out time for each other, and balance each other’s interests. We can assume that
if dissimilar ties have made it into the network, there will be social contexts where egos
circumstantially meet their dissimilar alters. In other words, circumstantially meeting is
a condition that we can assume to be fulfilled. Similarly, we can assume that preferences
for similarity are not a barrier, because the dissimilar alters have already made it into the
networks, suggesting that ego is sufficiently tolerant of dissimilarity.
However, what might not be fulfilled is that egos have managed to build up foci around
which they deliberately nurture their ties to dissimilar alters. Whether they manage to
create such foci will depend, among others, on the effort they are willing to invest and the
extent to which their interests sufficiently overlap. Future research could substantiate these
suggestions by disentangling the different barriers that dissimilar ties need to overcome
in the phase of tie formation versus tie maintenance. One suggestion is that—broadly
speaking—tie formation is more circumstantial and dependent on whom individuals get
to meet, while tie maintenance is more dependent on ego’s and alters’ willingness to make
an effort to meet.
Finally, this study focused specifically on the ways that ties to dissimilar others are
more difficult to maintain, thereby implicitly problematizing dissimilarity. In contrast to
this, I would like to acknowledge that dissimilar ties can also be considered a potentially
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valuable source of social resources. Ties that are different from ego are more likely to
provide non-redundant resources that can help ego reach important aims. And consciously
or unconsciously, this might be a motivation to keep them. For the conclusions of this chapter,
this matters in so far as it might explain why I find only limited evidence that preferences
for similarity explain loss of dissimilar ties. If it is true that dissimilar alters are usually
undesirable because people have a fundamental bias toward similarity, but dissimilar alters
are simultaneously seen as desirable because they provide unique resources, then we would
be left with null findings, because two opposing forces cancel each other out. While it was
beyond the scope of this study to consider how the provision of resources might help us
understand the loss of dissimilar ties, I believe that this is a fruitful avenue for future research.
To conclude, I find that ties are more likely to be lost if they are dissimilar in terms of
gender, age, and ethnicity. Overall, I find very limited evidence that this can be explained by
any of the three prominent mechanisms tested, namely meeting opportunities, preferences
for similarity, or network embeddedness. I did find evidence that preferences for similarity
partly explained why alters who were dissimilar in terms of ethnicity were more likely to
be lost. More research is needed that studies the barriers that egos face when maintaining
their ties to dissimilar alters in order to understand the persistent finding that dissimilar
alters are being lost more easily.
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Returns of Social
Capital: Ability to
Invest Matters for
the Help Received
(Study 4)

Chapter 5

Abstract
This study examined social support theories that argue for two potentially distinct protective
factors of migrant mental health issues, namely co-ethnic exposure in one’s residential area
(i.e., one’s residential ethnic composition) and social ties (i.e., number and characteristics
of one’s immediate confidants). While these two protective factors are generally theorized
to help migrants maintain their mental health independently, this study contributes to
the literature by empirically studying them simultaneously. In addition, I argue that their
benefits depend on poverty status. Using individual Dutch survey data (LISS Immigrant
panel, 2010–2014) and residential data (Statistics Netherlands) of 733 respondents, I show
that migrants below the poverty line strongly benefit from co-ethnic exposure but not social
ties, whereas migrants above the poverty line only benefit slightly from social ties but not
co-ethnic exposure. This finding suggests that migrants below the poverty line benefit more
from protective factors than migrants above the poverty line, but only when protective
factors are easily accessible and do not require individual investments.
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5.1 Introduction
First- and second-generation migrants in the Netherlands1 rate their mental health as being up
to three times worse than those without a recent migration background (de Wit et al., 2008),
which poses a serious problem in an increasingly diverse society. According to the minority
stress model, ethnic minority members experience elevated stress levels, for example due to
lower socioeconomic status (SES) or ethnic discrimination, which erodes their mental health
(Sternthal, Slopen, & Williams, 2011; Williams, Yan Yu, Jackson, & Anderson, 1997). Existing
research has repeatedly focused on two factors that are potentially stress-buffering: (1) social ties
to supportive others (Kawachi, 2001) and (2) living among an increased share of similar others,
also known as ‘residential ingroup exposure’ or the ‘group density effect’ (Pickett & Wilkinson,
2008). In this literature, minority hardship is argued to be alleviated by social support, where
support gained from others can be emotional (e.g., empathy, companionship, or feelings of
belonging) and instrumental (e.g., financial or informational resources).
While a wealth of research documents the benefits of ingroup exposure and social
ties, it is not yet clear if these factors are beneficial for migrants of different SES levels.
On the one hand, recent research shows that the positive link between social support
and health is confined to those who experience severe life stressors, such as an economic
crisis (Fernandez et al., 2015; Moskowitz, Vittinghoff, & Schmidt, 2013). According to this
view, low SES migrants have more needs and are more likely to call on social protective
factors to satisfy them compared to high SES migrants. On the other hand, the cumulative
disadvantage of being a migrant of low SES might make it harder to create or access support
systems (Kawachi, 2001). As such, social support could be less salient for low SES migrants
than for high SES migrants.
Previous research on minority health has often statistically adjusted for SES to capture a
less biased minority effect on health (for a critical review, see Williams, Priest, & Anderson,
2016). This approach acknowledges the important contribution of socioeconomic hardship
to health problems, but it does not fully acknowledge unique struggles that might arise
from the intersection of SES and minority status. In this chapter, I consider SES as a
factor that deserves to be studied in its own right. I specifically focus on migrants living
above or below the poverty line to highlight the different struggles migrants face at the
two extreme ends of the socioeconomic hierarchy. The main contribution is that I show
how the intersection of migrant status and poverty relates to the buffering properties of
ingroup exposure and social ties.
1

In the rest of this chapter, the term ‘migrant’ in the Dutch contexts refers to both first- and second-generation migrants (at least one of their parents were born outside of the Netherlands).
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A second contribution is that I disentangle the benefits of ingroup exposure and social
ties. Because these two factors have primarily been studied separately, it is not yet clear
if they have independent effects (Diez Roux, 2001; Pickett & Wilkinson, 2008). Ingroup
exposure could positively relate to health because it provides more potential for social
ties with ingroup members. In that case, social ties mediate the positive effect of ingroup
exposure on mental health, possibly to the extent that the ingroup exposure effect is
spurious. On the other hand, ingroup exposure and social ties could exert their benefits
independently because they tend to serve different psychosocial needs. In the next section,
I will argue that higher ingroup exposure might be more likely to induce a general sense
of belonging while social ties might be more likely to provide concrete support. I focus
on ingroup exposure and social ties simultaneously to better understand the mechanisms
that link them to mental health.
I drew on data from the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social sciences (LISS)
Immigrant panel, which are based on monthly online surveys conducted in the Netherlands
between 2010 and 2014. The data contain health and personal network information of 733
respondents, of which around 62% have a migration background. I linked these individuallevel data to residential composition data from Statistics Netherlands.

5.2 Migrant Mental Health and the Role of
Poverty
Mental health disparities between migrants and non-migrants persist globally since their
first documentation more than 100 years ago (for a review, see Williams, 2012). Even
though migrants of all races tend to be healthier upon migration compared to the host
population, their health declines as they stay in the country of destination (Singh & Miller,
2004). Also in the Netherlands, migrants were found to be at higher risk of psychological
disorders, especially if they experienced ethnic discrimination (Veling et al., 2007).
Depression and anxiety disorders are among the most rigorously studied mental health
problems, and many studies document a significantly higher prevalence among migrants
(de Wit et al., 2008; Missinne & Bracke, 2012).
Different studies have focused on different explanatory factors, such as the strain of
migration, economic hardship, or ethnic discrimination. Despite different proximate
explanations, they share the same ultimate explanation, namely that being an ethnic minority
member is stressful (Williams et al., 1997). Ethnic minorities experience elevated stress levels
in a range of life domains, such as finances, occupation, and relationships (Sternthal et al., 2011).
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Stress is known to harm health by depriving individuals of their cognitive and
emotional resources (Selye, 2013). Persistent stress changes the body’s physiological stress
responses, such that individuals are less able to deal with additional stressors. While the
link between stress and health is not unique to migrants, it is very applicable to their case.
As a consequence of being exposed to an increased number of stressors, I expect that
migrants are more vulnerable to mental health problems.
Several studies on migrant health highlight the importance of accounting for SES, because
migrants are overrepresented in more disadvantaged social strata. A lower SES is a strong
predictor of poorer health, as it is generally associated with unhealthy behaviors, unhealthy
environmental exposures, and less access to healthcare (P. Lee & Paxman, 1997). Indeed, SES
partly explains ethnic health differences, but substantial ethnic differences remain.
Rather than adjusting for SES, I explicitly focus on the difference between living
above and below the poverty line for a number of reasons. The relationship between
SES and relevant outcomes, such as depression (Martikainen, 2003) and emotional wellbeing (Kahneman & Deaton, 2010), is non-linear. Moving down the income distribution
is associated with increasingly more adversities, and economic losses are particularly
detrimental when falling below the poverty line. In a British sample, a drop in household
wealth from £15,000 to £5,000 was associated with a 65% higher risk of depression, while
dropping from £30,000 to £15,000 was associated with only an 18% increase in the risk
of depression (Martikainen, 2003). Despite smaller economic losses in absolute terms, the
lowest income group suffered substantially more.
Furthermore, SES indicators are non-equivalent between migrants and non-migrants.
Even at similar income levels, ethnic minority members have less wealth and purchasing
power than ethnic majority members, because they face higher costs for the same goods and
services (Williams et al., 2016). They also experience a higher clustering of severe stressors
in the residential and occupational domain, despite similar levels of wealth.
Regarding the protective factors of ingroup exposure and social ties, living below the
poverty line presents a puzzle: On the one hand, struggling more could mean that there is a
higher need to activate protective factors. This is also known as the compensation effect (Song
& Lin, 2009). If the main benefit of ingroup exposure and social ties is their stress-buffering
property, then those struggling financially are more likely to benefit. On the other hand,
being located in disadvantaged social strata might make it more difficult to access protective
factors. This is also known as the cumulative disadvantage effect (Song & Lin, 2009). The
principle of homophily (i.e., being connected primarily to similar individuals) could produce
communities of accumulated disadvantage that can provide only limited support.
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This puzzle is reflected in previous work. Some studies show that social support only
benefits the health of those who experienced a recent economic crisis (Fernandez et al., 2015)
or an increased number of life stressors (Moskowitz et al., 2013). Individuals with lower
incomes were found to rely more on informal networks to protect their health (Moskowitz
et al., 2013) and the health of lower-educated individuals was found to benefit more from
instrumental social capital than the health of higher-educated individuals (Song & Lin, 2009).
Other studies show that social ties are formed primarily between similar others
(McPherson et al., 2001), and the best explanation for access to social capital is one’s own
position in the social hierarchy (Lin, 2000; Lin & Erickson, 2008). Those with less personal
capital have a harder time building up networks that provide access to valuable resources.
Social ties were even shown to aggravate mental health problems among individuals who
had access to few resources and simultaneously faced the obligation of supporting others
(Kawachi, 2001).

5. 3 Protective Factors: Ingroup Exposure
and Social Ties
If migrant mental health issues are to a large extent the result of exposure to stress, then
protective factors are those that prevent or buffer against stress. I distinguish between
ingroup exposure and relevant social ties that might serve these functions.

Ingroup Exposure

Ingroup exposure is the presence of similar others whom one encounters in one’s
residential area. In this definition, pure exposure does not entail any substantive social
relationships like social ties do. Instead, ingroup exposure captures whom individuals see
or unintentionally meet sporadically as they go about their day-to-day activities, such as
doing groceries or waiting for the bus. Even at the absence of realized ties, recognizing
and being recognized by familiar others contributes to one’s sense of belonging (Blokland
& Nast, 2014). Residential composition in terms of relevant social characteristics, such as
ethnicity or migrant background, is one way of gauging whom migrants encounter on a
daily basis. Unlike other meeting contexts, such as the school or work context, residential
areas are rather unconstraining, such that individuals are relatively free to choose their
level of engagement (Mollenhorst, 2009). Of course, exposure can lead to connections, and
social connections in the residential area are important for one’s sense of belonging and
safety, but residential ties are typically weak if they exist at all (Mollenhorst et al., 2009).
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This makes residential areas a well-suited context for the study of ingroup exposure (i.e.,
weak connections) and how it differs from stronger social ties.
A growing body of literature demonstrates a benefit of ingroup exposure, which has
become known as the ‘group density effect’: Ethnic minorities who live among more
ethnic minorities report better mental health compared to those who live among fewer,
even though they tend to live in lower SES areas (Pickett & Wilkinson, 2008).2 An often
suggested explanation is that social belonging might offset the adverse effects of residential
deprivation (Bécares, Nazroo, & Stafford, 2009). In other words, ingroup exposure might
buffer against the stress that is triggered by residential deprivation, because a sense of
social belonging is relatively more important than whether residential facilities are up
to par. Additionally, higher ingroup exposure was found to reduce the likelihood of
discrimination, which is an important source of poorer health (Bécares et al., 2009).
Existing literature provides two perspectives on how poverty status could interfere
with the benefits of ingroup exposure. Previous work has primarily demonstrated the
benefits of ingroup exposure on mental health for low SES rather than high SES ethnic
minority groups (Pickett & Wilkinson, 2008), potentially because areas of high ingroup
exposure are typically areas of lower SES. Theoretically, poor migrants could be affected
more by their residential areas because they spend more time in their local surroundings
(Mollenhorst et al., 2009). For example, if the reason for poverty is unemployment, then
they do not need to leave their residential areas for a substantial amount of time to go to
work, unlike wealthier, employed migrants. If ingroup exposure benefits mental health
because it reduces instances of ethnic discrimination, then higher ingroup exposure could
be particularly beneficial to wealthier migrants because it provides a unique safe haven.
Existing work is thus inconclusive with regard to the benefits of ingroup exposure for the
intersection of ethnicity and poverty. Hence, I refrain from posing a directed hypothesis
and expect that
Hypothesis 1: The buffering property of ingroup exposure for mental health among
immigrants will depend on whether immigrants live below or above the poverty line.

Social Ties

Unlike ingroup exposure, social ties are meaningful, relatively deliberate social connections
that require individual investments to create and maintain the connection (Lin, 2001).
2

The group density effect has also been studied for other marginalized groups like working-class ethnic
majority members and studies have found similar effects (Small et al., 2012).
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Individuals turn to their ties for a range of support, such as emotional support that is
typically provided by close and similar others, and instrumental support, which is typically
provided by dissimilar and more weakly connected others (Lin, 2001).
Emotional support. Emotional support refers to the resources offered by close,
meaningful, and positive social relations that are characterized by love, companionship,
empathy, trust, and care. Emotionally supportive ties are beneficial to mental health, as they
positively shape notions of belonging, purpose, and meaning, and self-esteem (Kawachi, 2001;
Thoits, 2011). Unlike instrumental support, which is more goal-directed, these benefits arise
from the simple fact that individuals are connected to others via meaningful, and often close,
connections. To provide a sense of belonging, meaning, or perceived support, social ties do
not necessarily need access to socioeconomic resources. Being in positive relationships might
be a valuable source of reassurance, which protects mental health.
Some networks are better equipped than others to provide the reassurance that they
will be empathic and emotionally supportive. First, larger networks increase the likelihood
of having at least one social tie who will be available for support. Second, ties to migrants
might provide more reassurance, because those who have undergone similar experiences,
for example ethnic discrimination, are better prepared to provide empathy (Small, 2017).
Third, local ties were found to be more likely to provide support than those living farther
away (Berkman & Glass, 2000). Even if never utilized, perceived support is increased
by the knowledge that support can be accessed relatively easily. Fourth, ties of higher
contact frequency might provide more emotional support, because positive face-to-face
interactions benefit mental health by inducing relaxation and reducing blood pressure
and heart rate (Uvnäs-Moberg, 1998). Compared to communicating via email or phone,
socializing in person was shown to be twice as effective in reducing the risk of depression
(Teo et al., 2015). In the analyses, I consider these four network characteristics as indicators
of emotional support.
How the relationship between social-emotional support and mental health varies by
poverty status is theoretically ambiguous. On the one hand, it is possible that poverty
amplifies the relation between social-emotional support and mental health. The social
ties of the poor are well-suited to provide socioemotional support, as shared levels of
disadvantage provide a unique understanding of each other’s problems if the cumulative
disadvantage of homophily applies (i.e., the disadvantaged befriend other disadvantaged).
On the other hand, poverty may dampen the relation between social-emotional support
and mental health. Assuming again the cumulative disadvantage of homophily, it is also
possible that social ties of migrants below the poverty line are less able to provide support,
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as they are struggling with problems of their own (Kawachi, 2001). As such, I test an
undirected hypothesis:
Hypothesis 2: The buffering property of emotional support for mental health
among immigrants will depend on whether immigrants live below or above the
poverty line.
Instrumental support. Immigrants with mental health issues may not only benefit from
emotional resources that their ties provide, but also from more instrumental resources.
Instrumental support consists of valuable information or socioeconomic resources that
individuals do not possess themselves, but that are available via their ties (Lin, 2001). These
resources are particularly useful when the individual cannot already access them via other
means (Erickson, 2003), and bridging ties, which are ties to those outside of one’s own
social group, are most likely to provide unique resources. In the context of this study, ties to
natives and ties to alters with diverse socioeconomic backgrounds form such bridging ties.
While there is no doubt that, like ties to migrants, ties to natives can be an important
source of emotional support, here I focus on an additional benefit that is more likely to
arise from ties to natives, namely access to instrumental resources. Access to instrumental
resources is largely derived from one’s position in the social hierarchy (Lin & Erickson,
2008). This social structure is, among other social dimensions, stratified by ethnicity
(Moren Cross & Lin, 2008). Compared to migrants, natives are more often located in
privileged social strata giving them control over more financial, cultural, and social
resources (Tulin, Volker, & Lancee, 2019). Ties to natives might provide migrants with
access to unique resources that migrants are unable to access otherwise. Support with
financial hardship, knowledge about healthcare facilities, or personal recommendations of
healthcare providers are examples of how these resources can help maintain mental health.
An additional reason that ties to natives can be beneficial is the possibility that they
provide a gateway to benefits of the dominant culture. Discrimination has been shown
to discourage ethnic minorities from engaging in dominant culture institutions, such
as healthcare facilities, even if discrimination occurred outside of healthcare settings
(Lamkaddem, Essink-Bot, Deville, Foets, & Stronks, 2012). Having ties to natives might
serve as a gateway to accessing resources provided by the dominant culture. Similarly, ties
to natives might help ethnic minority members to meet fellow residents and integrate into
the local community, because ethnic majority members are more likely to engage with
their neighborhoods (Tulin et al., 2019).
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A second type of ties that I argue provide unique resources are ties to individuals of
different socioeconomic backgrounds. Socioeconomic positions of social ties are indicative
of their ability to provide instrumental resources (Lin & Dumin, 1986; Van der Gaag, 2005).
In a hierarchical society, structural positions (e.g., occupations or education backgrounds)
reflect access to different types of resources. If an individual has ties to others located in
different social strata, then this individual is able to access a variety of resources. A key
advantage of diversity in instrumental resources is that resources are most useful when
they are non-redundant. While access to higher positions might be associated with access
to a more valuable type of resource (e.g., higher prestige), having more of the same resource
type is subject to diminishing marginal returns. Maintaining one’s health arguably requires
not more of the same resource type but a variety of resources, which can range from
informational help, such as health knowledge, to practical help, such as doing groceries,
taking up household tasks, or taking care of the kids.
Previous research shows that diversity in instrumental social capital, conceptualized as
access to different social positions, is beneficial for mental health (Song, 2011; Song & Lin,
2009). These benefits arise above and beyond the benefits of emotional support, because
individuals are able to reap a number of unique benefits: health-related information, access
to healthcare resources, health-related material support, social credentials, and role models
for healthy behaviors (for a discussion, see Song, 2011).
Again, the moderation effect of poverty on the relationship between social ties and
mental health can go two ways in theory: Because of their cumulatively disadvantaged
position, migrants below the poverty line may have higher needs and could accordingly
benefit more from instrumental support. However, the quality of the support provided by
social ties might be lower among migrants below the poverty line. I therefore suggest that
Hypothesis 3: The buffering property of socioemotional support for mental health
among immigrants will depend on whether immigrants live below or above the
poverty line.
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5.4 Methods
Data

I analyzed the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social sciences (LISS) Immigrant
panel (Scherpenzeel & Das, 2010) combined with population register data from Statistics
Netherlands. The panel is based on monthly online household surveys among 2,400
respondents, who are split into roughly equal numbers of natives and first- and secondgeneration migrants who are proportionally representative of the Dutch population.
Households that could not have participated otherwise were provided with a computer
and an Internet connection.
I combined two LISS surveys, namely the personal network survey (August, 2010) and
the health survey (November 2010). Non-response in the individual surveys produced
a sample of 1,204 respondents. In 2013, LISS respondents were asked for permission to
link their data to population register data from Statistics Netherlands via their encrypted
addresses. Sixty-seven percent of respondents agreed, producing a sample size of 810. After
excluding respondents who had missing values on key variables (i.e., ethnicity, household
income), the final, analytical sample contained 733 respondents. To understand the impact
of attrition, I compared the analytical sample to the complete LISS Immigrant panel in
2010. The samples were very similar with regard to ethnicity, gender, age, and income, and
cell sizes were sufficiently large to produce meaningful predictions. Descriptive statistics
of respondents and districts in the analytical sample are displayed in Table 13.
Dependent Variables
The outcomes variable was self-rated depressive symptoms, which I measure on five items, for
example “I felt so down that nothing could cheer me up” or “I felt calm and peaceful” (reversecoded). On a six-point Likert scale (1 = never, 6 = continuously), respondents indicated to
what extent they had experienced these emotions in the past month. I averaged across the
five items (Cronbach’s alpha = .84). To test whether this measure captured the same construct
across ethnic groups, I tested for measurement invariance. The measure fulfilled the criteria
for strong measurement invariance: the same factor structure emerged among natives and
migrants, and item factor loadings and intercepts were equal. Meeting strong measurement
means that I have reason to believe that both groups attach the same meaning to the latent
construct and that I can compare the groups on the dependent variable.
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Table 13: Descriptive statistics of respondents, social ties, and district data
Respondents

Depressive symptoms

Count

%

733

Mean

SD

2.44

0.87

46.86

14.95

1.57

6.64

Poverty
Below poverty line

227

.31

Above poverty line

506

.69

Native

276

0.38

Migrant

457

0.62

Ethnicity

Gender
Men

341

0.47

Women

392

0.53

Age

733

Education
Primary education

12

0.02

Intermed. secondary

116

0.16

Higher secondary

81

0.11

Intermed. vocational

156

0.21

Higher vocational

214

0.29

University

137

0.19

No education or other

17

0.02

Monthly household income (x
€1000)

733

Number of household members

733

2.63

1.28

Inhabitants

733

21,080

21,922

Surface (km2)

733

12.94

13.53

% native

733

0.76

0.15

% Western migrant

733

0.10

0.05

% non-Western migrant

733

0.14

0.14

% same ethnicity

Districts

733

0.40

0.34

for native respondents

276

0.81

0.12

for migrant respondents

457

0.15

0.13

Annual income per resident (x
€1000)

733

21.88

3.49

Co-ethnic exposure

124

low

116

0.16

moderately low

216

0.30

moderately high

193

0.26

high

208

0.28
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Count

%

Very strongly urban

152

0.21

Strongly urban

222

0.30

Moderately urban

173

0.24

Somewhat urban

116

0.16

Not urban

69

0.09

Urbanization

Social Ties

Mean

SD

Network size

733

2.82

1.65

Ties to migrants

733

0.75

1.02

Local ties

724

0.48

0.79

Contact frequency

733

2.19

1.41

Ties to natives

733

2.07

1.58

Diversity in social capital

733

1.77

1.00

Independent Variables
Poverty. I coded poverty as a dichotomous variable (above versus below the poverty
line). Respondents were coded as being below the poverty line if their monthly net income
was below 60% of the Dutch population median in 2010 (i.e., below €1,015).
Migration background. I measured migration background as a binary variable
(native, migrant). Respondents were considered migrants if they or at least one of their
parents were born outside of the Netherlands. Even though knowing the birthplace of
respondents and parents allowed for more fine-grained measures of migration background
(e.g., Western versus non-Western background), I settled on the binary distinction between
natives and migrants because I expected the theoretical predictions to apply across different
migrant groups. I do use the distinction between Western and non-Western migrants
when coding the measure of ingroup density.
Ingroup exposure. Statistics Netherlands (2010) provides residential composition
data, such as the percentages of natives, Western migrants, and non-Western migrants at
the district level. Districts had a median of 12,790 residents (min = 235; max = 107,845)
and a mean surface of 12.84 km2 (SD = 13.40 km2).
To measure ingroup exposure, I first constructed a variable capturing the percentage
of district residents who had the same ethnicity (i.e., natives, Western migrants, or nonWestern migrants) as the respective respondent. I then recoded ingroup exposure into four
categories, because the continuous measure produced two analytical problems: First, it
strongly intersected with respondent ethnicity, such that ingroup exposure was on average
much higher among natives (Mean = 81% ) than migrants (Mean = 15%). This resulted
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in multicollinearity in the regression analyses. Second, the bi-model distribution of this
variable violated the normality assumption.
I categorized ingroup exposure by first centering it around the group means. Because
the distribution of natives was skewed to the left and the distribution of migrants to the
right, I then constructed a categorical variable capturing ingroup exposure at four levels
(low, moderately low, moderately high, and high) that successively increased by roughly
5%. For natives, low ingroup exposure meant that less than 79% of residents were ingroups.
Moderately low, moderately high, and high meant that 80 and 84%, 85 to 89%, and more
than 90% were ingroups, respectively. For migrants, the categories from low to high ingroup
exposure were split at less than 5% ingroups, 5 to 9%, 10 to 14%, and more than 15%. A
summary of the variable coding can be found in Table 14.
Table 14: Co-ethnic density measures among natives and migrants.
Co-ethnic density

Natives

Migrants

Low

< 79%

< 5%

Moderately low

80–84%

5–9 %

Moderately high

85–89%

10–14%

High

> 90%

> 15 %

Social Ties
Social ties were obtained with the name generator question, “Most people discuss important
things with people they know. If you look back at the last six months, with whom did
you discuss important things?”. Respondents could name up to five alters. They then
answered follow-up questions on alters’ ethnicity and education and residential distance
to and contact frequency with ego.
Emotional support. I constructed several measures indicative of emotional support.
Network size was the total number of alters named. Ties to migrants were alters who were born,
or who had at least one parent who was born, outside of the Netherlands. Local ties were alters
living within 2 km of distance from ego, which was the smallest distance recorded in the
data. Living within 2 km captures local networks that span over a surface area of 12.57 km2
(= π * 2 km * 2), which aligns with the average district size. I excluded alters living in ego’s
household to exclude partners and kin. Contact frequency was an aggregate measure (range:
0, 5) counting the number of alters that ego meets at least once a week.3
3
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Coding alters that ego meets at least once a month produced the same pattern of results in the regression
analyses, but smaller effect sizes.
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Instrumental support. I constructed two measures of instrumental support. Ties
to natives were alters who were born in the Netherlands. Diversity in instrumental social
capital was an adaptation of the position generator, which typically captures alters who
occupy different professional positions in the social hierarchy (Lin & Dumin, 1986).
Since I lack information on alter occupations, I settled on an adaptation of the position
generator, which captures education levels (Van der Gaag, 2005). I thus capture diversity
in instrumental social capital as the number of alters with different education backgrounds
(range: 0, 5). Higher numbers mean access to a wider range of educational levels, which
indicates access to a wider range of socioeconomic resources.
Control Variables
At the respondent level, I controlled for gender, age, education, household size, and monthly
household income (x €1,000). I equalized household income for the number of household
members by dividing the household income by the sum of 1 plus 0.5 for every additional
adult and 0.3 for every additional child (Hagenaars, De Vos, & Zaidi, 1994). At the district
level, I controlled for SES (i.e., average yearly income per resident x €1000) and degree of
urbanization measured in five categories (1 = not urban, 5 = very strongly urban).
Analytical Strategy
The data include several respondents living in the same residential area. This characteristic
violates the assumptions of regression analysis, as the observations are not independent. In
order to deal with this dependency in the data, I adjusted the standard errors for clustering
of respondents within residential areas.

5. 5 Results
I present results of the full sample, non-poor respondents and poor respondents alongside
each other. The main population of interest are migrants, but I also report results for
respondents without a migrant background in order to better understand whether the
findings are unique to migrants.

Ingroup Exposure

Table 15 shows associations between depressive symptoms and ingroup exposure. While
I found no significant associations in either the full sample (Model 1a) or the sample of
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non-poor respondents (Model 1b), I did find significant and large associations among poor
respondents (Model 1c). Figure 13 illustrates this finding.
Table 15: Depressive symptoms among groups of different poverty levels predicted by co-ethnic exposure.
All

Non-poor

Poor

0.39

0.11

1.20**

(0.23)

(0.07)

(0.46)

Ref.

Ref.

Ref.

(1a)

Migrant
Co-ethnic exposure
Low

Moderately low
Moderately high
High
Migrant x Moderately low
Migrant x Moderately high
Migrant x High
Constant

(1b)

(1c)

0.09

0.03

0.24

(0.15)

(0.16)

(0.42)

0.27

0.20

0.59

(0.17)

(0.18)

(0.39)

-0.16

-0.21

0.24

(0.18)

(0.18)

(0.38)

-0.37

-0.02

-1.34*

(0.25)

(0.23)

(0.57)

-0.46

-0.11

-1.64*

(0.29)

(0.26)

(0.66)

0.04

0.32

-1.14

(0.30)

(0.28)

(0.63)

2.88***

3.65***

2.27**

(0.36)

(0.35)

(0.68)

R2

0.08

0.10

0.11

N

732

505

227

Note: Standard errors in parentheses + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. All models are adjusted for
respondent gender, age, education, household size, household income, and district level of urbanization and
average income per district resident.

For poor migrants, depressive symptoms were highest when living among very few ingroups.
Their predicted mean depression score was 3.60 (SE = 0.36), which means that they reported
often feeling depressed in the past month. This was significantly different from poor migrants
in districts of moderately low (B = -1.34, SE = 0.57, p = .02) or moderately high levels of
ingroup density (B = -1.64, SE = 0.66, p = .01). They reported only seldom or sometimes
feeling depressed. Poor migrants in districts of high ingroup density also reported fewer
depressive symptoms than those living in districts of low ingroup density; however, this
was only marginally significant (B = -1.14, SE = 0.63, p = .07).
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Figure 13: Depressive symptoms predicted by co-ethnic exposure and for natives and migrants.

5

Note: Coefficients are adjusted for district and individual level control variables (see also Table 15)
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Migrant x Contact frequency

Contact frequency

Migrant x Local ties

Local ties

Migrant x Migrant alters

Migrant alters

Migrant x Network size

Network size

Social-emotional support

Migrant

-0.08
(0.04)

(0.04)

(0.04)

(0.03)

-0.10*

0.09*

(0.24)

1.45

0.32

(0.09)

-0.11

(0.08)

0.09

(0.50)

**

(2c)

Poor

(2b)

Non-poor

0.10**

(0.25)

0.68

**

(2a)

All

-0.02
(0.08)

-0.06
(0.08)

0.03
(0.07)

0.08

(0.22)

0.10

(3b)

Non-poor

(0.07)

(0.24)

0.47

All

(3a)

(0.19)

-0.09

(0.17)

0.12

(0.48)

1.30
**

(3c)

Poor

0.18+
(0.09)

(0.11)

(0.07)

(0.09)
0.03

-0.12

(0.22)

0.04

(4b) a

Non-poor

0.02

(0.25)

0.44

All

(4a)a

Table 16: Depressive symptoms among groups of different poverty levels predicted by social-emotional support.

(0.23)

-0.17

(0.20)

0.19

(0.50)

1.59
**

(4c) a

Poor

-0.13*
(0.05)

(0.05)

(0.04)

(0.04)
-0.16**

0.10*

(0.22)

0.34

(5b)

Non-poor

0.11**

(0.25)

0.71
**

All

(5a)

(0.10)

-0.18+

(0.09)

0.10

(0.51)

1.53**

(5c)

Poor
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0.11
505

0.09

732

N

227

0.11

(0.71)

1.99**

(0.62)

-1.15

(0.66)

732

0.08

(0.36)

2.79***

(0.30)

-0.00

(0.29)

505

0.10

(0.34)

3.58***

(0.28)

0.29

(0.27)

-0.12

-0.48

-1.58

(0.23)

(0.25)

-0.02

(0.18)

-0.20

(0.18)

0.21

(0.16)

0.04

Ref.

(3b)

Non-poor

*

-0.39

(0.18)

-0.12

(0.17)

0.29

(0.15)

0.11

Ref.

All

(3a)

(0.56)

-1.22*

(0.37)

0.23

(0.40)

0.51

(0.42)

0.11

Ref.

(2c)

Poor

227

0.11

(0.67)

2.17**

(0.63)

-1.16

(0.65)

-1.66
*

(0.56)

-1.36*

(0.37)

0.26

(0.39)

0.61

(0.41)

0.26

Ref.

(3c)

Poor

(0.36)
0.09
477

(0.38)
0.08
668

(0.28)

(0.31)

3.70***

-0.18

-0.56

3.14***

-0.08

0.06

-1.39

(0.25)

(0.26)

0.24

-0.05

-0.43

(0.29)

(0.19)

(0.18)

-0.06

*

-0.17

-0.19

(0.31)

(0.03)

(0.29)

(0.74)

(0.19)

(0.18)

191

0.13

(0.73)

2.63***

(0.64)

732

0.09

(0.38)

2.57***

(0.29)

0.08

-0.45

-1.90

505

0.11

(0.37)

3.29***

(0.04)

+

*

(0.04)

(0.25)

-0.08+

(0.03)

0.08*

(0.04)

-0.08+

*

-0.28

(0.17)

-0.17

(0.17)

0.26

(0.62)

-1.66**

(0.39)

0.10

(0.43)

0.54

227

0.12

(0.74)

1.96**

(0.63)

-1.16

(0.66)

-1.61*

(0.56)

-1.17*

(0.37)

0.23

(0.39)

0.53

(0.42)

0.09

0.08

(0.03)

0.24

0.03
(0.15)

0.29

0.20
(0.45)

0.04
(0.17)

Ref.
*

(5c)

Poor

Ref.

(5b)

Non-poor

0.07

Ref.

All

(5a)

(0.16)

Ref.

Ref.

(4c) a

Poor

Ref.

Non-poor
(4b) a

All

(4a)a

Note: Standard errors in parentheses + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. All models are adjusted for respondent gender, age, education, household size, household income,
and district level of urbanization and average income per district resident. a To check if null results were due to many missing values in the measure of local ties, we repeated
these analyses with imputed values for local ties. This did not change the results.

(0.35)

(0.36)

3.29***

2.61***

0.31
(0.27)

0.03

(0.26)

(0.29)

(0.29)

-0.14

(0.23)

(0.24)

-0.47

-0.01

(0.17)

(0.17)

-0.32

-0.21

(0.18)

(0.17)

-0.15

0.22

0.26

0.00
(0.16)

0.03

Ref.

(0.15)

Ref.

(2b)

Non-poor

R2

Constant

Migrant x High

Migrant x Moderately high

Migrant x Moderately low

High

Moderately high

Moderately low

Low

Co-ethnic exposure

All

(2a)
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Among natives, I did not find any significant associations for ingroup density across the
models. This might be due to the fact that natives in the Netherlands are rarely a numerical
minority in neighborhoods. The findings suggest that the benefits of ingroup density are
unique to migrants below the poverty line.

Emotional Support

Table 16 shows associations for indicators of emotional support. In the full sample, migrant
depressive symptoms were negatively related to network size (Model 2a; B = -0.10, SE = 0.04,
p = 0.01) and contact frequency (Model 5a; B = -0.16, SE = 0.05, p = .001). Ties to migrants
(Model 3a) and local ties (Model 4a) were not significantly associated with depression.
For non-poor migrants, network size was marginally significant (Model 2b; B = -0.08,
SE = 0.04, p = .08). The effect size was very small and hardly interpretable. Non-poor
migrants with zero alters had a predicted depression score of 2.44 (SE = 0.10), and those
with five alters, which is the maximum, had a predicted depression score of 2.39 (SE = 0.09),
which is a negligible difference. Ties to migrants were not significantly associated with
depressive symptoms (Model 3b), and local ties were marginally significantly related to
depressive symptoms, but in the opposite direction, with sizable coefficient magnitudes
(Model 4b; B = 0.18, SE = 0.09, p = .053). To illustrate, a non-poor migrant with zero local
alters had a predicted depression score of 1.74 (SE = 0.32), which is equivalent to seldom
feeling depressed in the past month. A non-poor migrant with five local alters had a
predicted depression score of 2.66 (SE = 0.29), which is equivalent to sometimes feeling
depressed. For contact frequency, I found a significant but small association in the expected
direction (Model 5b; B = -.13, SE = 0.05, p = .02).
Among poor migrants, depressive symptoms were not related to network size (Model
2c), ties to migrants (Model 3c), or local ties (Model 4c). Contact frequency showed a small and
marginally significant association (Model 5c; B = -.18, SE = 0.10, p = .07).
To conclude, I find mixed evidence for indicators of emotional support serving as
buffering factors for depressive symptoms. Poor migrants benefited only from contact
frequency, which had a small and marginally significant effect. Non-poor migrants
benefited from larger networks and higher contact frequency. However, these effects were
also small. Furthermore, local ties were related to more depressive symptoms among nonpoor migrants, with considerable effect sizes.

Instrumental Social Capital

Table 17 shows results for associations with indicators of instrumental social capital. In the
full sample, migrants’ depressive symptoms were negatively associated with ties to natives
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(Model 6a; B = -0.10, SE = 0.04, p = .02) and diversity in social capital (Model 7a; B = -0.17,
SE = 0.08, p = .04).
Among non-poor migrants, I also found small and negative associations with ties to
natives (Model 6b; B = -0.08, SE = 0.04, p = .05) as well as diversity in social capital (Model 7b;
B = -0.16, SE = 0.07, p = .02). Among poor migrants, ties to natives (Model 6c) and diversity
in social capital (Model 7c) were not related to depressive symptoms.
Table 17: Depressive symptoms among groups of different poverty levels predicted by instrumental support.

Migrant
Instrumental social support
Ties to natives

Migrant x Ties to natives

All

Non-poor

Poor

0.56*

0.23

(0.24)

(0.21)

0.08*

0.08*

0.06

(0.03)

(0.03)

(0.10)

-0.10*

-0.08+

-0.11

(0.04)

(0.04)

(0.12)

(6a)

(6b)

All

Non-poor

Poor

1.36**

0.66**

0.35

1.35**

(0.50)

(0.25)

(0.23)

(0.49)

(6c)

Social capital diversity
Migrant x Social capital diversity
Co-ethnic exposure

(7a)

(7b)

(7c)

5
0.11*

0.12*

0.06

(0.05)

(0.06)

(0.11)

-0.16*

-0.17*

-0.10

(0.07)

(0.08)

(0.13)

Low

0.02

-0.02

0.15

0.05

-0.00

0.20

Moderately low

(0.15)

(0.16)

(0.39)

(0.15)

(0.16)

(0.41)

0.24

0.20

0.52

0.25

0.19

0.55

Moderately high

(0.17)

(0.18)

(0.40)

(0.17)

(0.18)

(0.39)

-0.19

-0.25

0.24

-0.16

-0.21

0.22

High

(0.17)

(0.18)

(0.37)

(0.17)

(0.17)

(0.37)

-0.29

0.03

-1.23*

-0.32

0.04

-1.30*

(0.25)

(0.24)

(0.55)

(0.25)

(0.24)

(0.56)

-0.44

-0.12

-1.57*

-0.45

-0.10

-1.62*

(0.29)

(0.26)

(0.67)

(0.29)

(0.26)

(0.66)

0.06

0.36

-1.15

0.05

0.33

-1.12

(0.29)

(0.27)

(0.63)

(0.29)

(0.27)

(0.63)

0.02

-0.02

0.15

0.05

-0.00

0.20

2.74***

3.47***

2.05**

2.63***

3.45***

2.11**

Migrant x Moderately low
Migrant x Moderately high
Migrant x High
Constant

(0.36)

(0.35)

(0.73)

(0.37)

(0.36)

(0.70)

R2

0.09

0.10

0.11

0.09

0.11

0.11

N

732

505

227

732

505

227

Note: Standard errors in parentheses + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. All models are adjusted for
respondent gender, age, education, household size, household income, and district level of urbanization and
average income per district resident.
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To conclude, I find that indicators of instrumental support serve as buffering factors for
non-poor migrants, but not for poor migrants. This somewhat parallels the findings
regarding emotional support, even though the pattern is clearer regarding instrumental
support. In addition, I observe no substantial change in the coefficient magnitudes of
ingroup density when adding social ties to the models (see Models 2abc–7abc). This suggests
that ingroup exposure and social ties exert their benefits independently, potentially because
different groups benefit differently from these buffering factors: I observed benefits of
ingroup exposure only among poor migrants, and benefits of social ties primarily among
non-poor migrants. The observed benefits were specific to migrants, seeing that I did not
observe the same association pattern for natives.

Exploratory Analyses

I conducted a series of longitudinal analyses on a subsample of 577 respondents who
participated in two health surveys (i.e., 2010 and 2013). I first repeated the above analyses
to confirm that the results hold for the subsample. I then predicted mental health at time
point 2 (2013) while controlling for mental health at time point 1 (2010). Unsurprisingly,
depressive symptoms in 2010 were a strong predictor of depressive symptoms in 2013;
however, I did not find evidence for long-term effects of either ingroup exposure or
social ties as reported in 2010 when I control for the short-term mental health outcomes.
Hence, although I find associations between mental health, protective social factors, and
socioeconomic status, I cannot make causal statements.

5.6 Discussion
This chapter aimed to show how the intersection of ethnicity and poverty relates to the
buffering properties of ingroup exposure and social ties for mental health among migrants.
On the one hand, poor migrants could benefit more from protective factors seeing that
protective factors are most helpful when experiencing more life stressors (Fernandez
et al., 2015; Moskowitz et al., 2013). On the other hand, poor migrants might benefit
less because creating protective factors in the first place is more challenging for those
occupying more disadvantaged positions (Lin, 2000; Lin & Erickson, 2008; McPherson et
al., 2001). This study contributes to solving this puzzle by showing that whether migrants
benefit from protective factors depends on their poverty status and the type of protective
factor. Migrants below the poverty line benefited from ingroup exposure but not social
ties. Migrants above the poverty line showed the reverse pattern.
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Ingroup Exposure

Depressive symptoms depended on ingroup exposure only among poor migrants. They
suffered a great deal when living in districts with very few migrants. In districts of
moderate to high ingroup exposure, they reported only sometimes experiencing depressive
symptoms, which is similar to non-poor migrants or poor natives. These findings are in
line with the view that those experiencing more disadvantages have more to gain from
certain protective factors.
The finding that the benefits of ingroup exposure depend on poverty could explain
why previous work sometimes found inconsistent results regarding the group density effect
(Pickett & Wilkinson, 2008). If ingroup exposure matters only when ethnic minority status
coincides with poverty, then inconsistent findings might arise when there is variation
in how ethnicity intersects with poverty. Future research into varying intersections of
ethnicity and poverty could substantiate this suggestion.

Social Ties

Regarding social ties, I found the opposite pattern. Unlike poor migrants, non-poor
migrants benefited from having more social ties, higher contact frequency, ties to natives,
and diversity in instrumental social capital. This supports previous work showing that
those who are better off are also better equipped to build up support systems. Still, effect
sizes were very small, and it remains to be shown whether observed benefits correspond
to meaningful differences.
It is important to note that the conclusions about the relationship between depressive
symptoms and social ties only hold for strong social ties, as the data do not include measures
of varying tie strengths. While strong ties could be more willing to provide the types of
support needed when suffering psychologically, weak ties might also matter, because they
contribute to a sense of belonging to a larger social group. Previous research has shown
that migrants do not suffer from a lack of strong ties, however. Their overall networks are
smaller, in part because they contain fewer weak ties instead (Lin, 2000; Marsden, 1988).
If it is true that networks of migrants and natives differ primarily with regard to weak
ties and that weak ties matter for mental health, then future research could also include
data on ties of varying strength.

Disentangling Ingroup Exposure and Social Ties

This study speaks to the underlying mechanisms of the group density effect, which is the
observation that ethnic minority members report better health when living among more
ingroups (Pickett & Wilkinson, 2008). I argued that ingroup exposure and social ties
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serve different psychological needs, such that ingroup exposure creates a general sense of
belonging and social ties provide concrete support. In line with this, I found that different
protective factors served groups with different needs.
Juxtaposing ingroup exposure and social ties contributes to recent work scrutinizing
fundamental assumptions of social network research (Small, 2017). One such assumption is
that social support is primarily offered by strong ties (see Granovetter, 1973). Small (2017)
shows that individuals strategically avoid confiding in strong ties and instead confide in
those who are most likely to provide empathy. These can be ties of either strength, who
underwent similar experiences and who happen to be available. I believe that I found
further evidence for Small’s claim that support need not be provided by strong ties only.
Migrants below the poverty line experience many forms of hardship, which likely create
a need to confide. Residential areas of many ingroups offer a large pool of potentially
empathic others. They happen to be around and might help buffer against stress, even
if they are not strong ties. Poor migrants in this study do better psychologically if they
live among more ingroups, whereas I find no such evidence for strong ties. This supports
Small’s findings that when individuals experience hardship, tie strength is less important
than a constant stream of interactions with empathic others who are likely to understand
one’s hardship, even if they are very weak ties or strangers. An alternative interpretation
of the finding that strong ties instead of ingroup exposure benefit non-poor migrants’
mental health is that migrants below and above the poverty line struggle with different
problems that require different social resources.

Conclusions

The above results enable reconciling the contrasting views that more disadvantaged groups
benefit more from protective factors versus that those who are less advantaged are better
equipped to build up support systems. I show that disadvantaged groups indeed benefit
more from protective factors, but only if protective factors do not require individual
investments. Unlike social ties, ingroup exposure does not require individual investments
in the form of relationship formation, maintenance, and extending or returning favors.
This means that the benefits of ingroup exposure are accessible to anyone, irrespective
of their individual resource capacity. Even though the benefits of ingroup exposure are
accessible by poor and non-poor migrants alike, I observe that only migrants below the
poverty line reap the benefits. I conclude that those who suffer more also benefit more
from protective factors, but only if protective factors are easily accessible.
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Chapter 7
In dit proefschrift staat één gedachte centraal: de mensen die we kennen doen ertoe.
De mensen die we kennen zijn op verschillende manieren belangrijk voor ons. Ze bieden
informatie, persoonlijk advies of gewoon een luisterend oor. Formeel wordt dit ‘sociaal
kapitaal’ genoemd. In dit proefschrift hanteer ik een netwerkdefinitie, waarbij sociaal
kapitaal wordt beschouwd als de hulpbronnen waarover de sociale contacten van een individu
beschikken, die door het individu voor verschillende doeleinden kunnen worden ingezet.
De voordelen van sociale relaties, oftewel sociaal kapitaal, worden algemeen erkend.
Er zijn echter nog verschillende ontoereikendheden in onze kennis van sociaal kapitaal.
Hoe komt het tot stand, hoe wordt het onderhouden en wat levert het op? Het doel van dit
proefschrift is om licht te werpen op een aantal van deze vragen.
Contact tussen individuen is een belangrijke voorwaarde voor de totstandkoming
van sociaal kapitaal. Het choice-constraint model beschrijft dit proces als volgt: Sociale
contexten bieden de gelegenheid tot het ontmoeten van bepaalde mensen, en binnen deze
beperkte pool kiezen mensen met wie ze in contact willen komen. Uit een groot aantal
studies blijkt dat de meeste mensen homogene netwerken hebben. Dat wil zeggen, mensen
kennen vooral anderen die op hen lijken wat betreft sociaal-demografische gegevens
zoals geslacht of opleidingsniveau. Eerder onderzoek kwam daarom tot de conclusie dat
voorkeur voor gelijkenis een drijfveer is voor het vormen van sociale relaties. Afgezien
van ontmoetingsgelegenheden en een voorkeur voor gelijkenis, is onze kennis van hoe
sociaal kapitaal tot stand komt echter zeer beperkt.
De eerste bevinding van dit proefschrift is in die zin als volgt: Individuen selecteren
niet alleen anderen binnen een sociale context, maar zijn ook in staat om die context zelf te
selecteren. Om tot deze bevinding te komen, heb ik het verband tussen persoonlijkheid en
sociaal kapitaal onderzocht. Persoonlijkheidskenmerken blijken een drijfveer te zijn voor
individuele beslissingen zoals de beslissing om een sociale situatie in te gaan in plaats van
tijd met zichzelf door te brengen (bijv. extraversie) of de beslissing om de comfortzone uit
te komen in plaats van in een vertrouwde te blijven (bijv. openheid voor ervaringen). De
soorten situaties en contexten die mensen kiezen bieden hen vervolgens de gelegenheid
om in contact te komen met anderen die over nuttige hulpbronnen beschikken.
Onze kennis van de totstandkoming van sociaal kapitaal zou verder kunnen worden
vergroot door aanvullende factoren te bestuderen die, net als persoonlijkheid, invloed
hebben op de individuele keuze om voor een bepaalde sociale context te kiezen.
De tweede bevinding van dit proefschrift is dat individuele keuzes binnen een sociale
context niet alleen worden geleid door voorkeuren voor gelijkenis, maar ook door het
afwijzen van verschillen. Mijn onderzoek toont aan dat mensen die veel kapitaal bezitten
ook vaak de meest homogene netwerken hebben. De motivatie daarvoor is mogelijk de
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wens om het eigen sociale kapitaal te maximaliseren. Degenen die een bevoorrechte
positie innemen, profiteren namelijk minder van diverse contacten dan degenen die een
minder bevoorrecht zijn. De reden is dat mensen hun sociale kapitaal het beste kunnen
maximaliseren door contacten te leggen met bevoorrechte, rijke en bekwame anderen.
Voor bevoordeelde mensen betekent dit dat zij sociale banden zoeken in hun eigen sociale
laag en voor minder bevoordeelde mensen betekent dit dat ze relatief meer openstaan
voor vriendschappen met iemand hoger in de sociale hiërarchie. Deze bevinding kan niet
worden verklaard door alleen rekening te houden met voorkeuren voor gelijkenis.
Als mensen de kans krijgen om vriendschap te sluiten met anderen die van hen
verschillen, kiezen zij er vaak voor om dit niet te doen. Dit is voornamelijk het geval als
die anderen hun minder voordelen bieden dan anderen die op hen lijken. De afwijzing
van verschillen moet daarom worden erkend als een afzonderlijke drijfveer die de
totstandkoming van sociaal kapitaal beïnvloedt.
Eerder onderzoek biedt ook beperkt inzicht in het behoud van sociaal kapitaal. Hoewel
er veel bekend is over de beschikbaarheid van hulpbronnen in een netwerk op een bepaald
tijdstip, weten we vaak niet hoe dit netwerk evolueert na verloop van tijd. Meer in het
bijzonder is het nog onduidelijk welke banden er verloren gaan en waarom. Ik heb daarom
onderzocht of ongelijksoortige banden eerder verloren gaan dan gelijksoortige banden,
vanuit de gedachte dat deze moeilijker te onderhouden zijn. De bevindingen bevestigen
dat ongelijksoortige banden inderdaad eerder verloren gaan. Wat echter opvalt is dat
drie standaard mechanismen (ontoereikende ontmoetingsgelegenheden, persoonlijke
voorkeuren en netwerkinbedding) dit niet kunnen verklaren. Toekomstig onderzoek
zal moeten uitwijzen welke aspecten van ongelijksoortigheid het minder waarschijnlijk
maken dat banden in het netwerk blijven bestaan.Op dit moment kan ik slechts speculeren
dat ongelijksoortige banden onvoldoende nabijheid en vertrouwen bieden om gedurende
langere tijd aan het netwerk gebonden te worden. Een dergelijk mechanisme zou overeen
komen met de consensus onder onderzoekers dat kennissen en andere “zwakke” banden
eerder instrumentele hulpbronnen bieden, zoals informatie of professioneel advies, dan
empathie of gemeenschapszin. Met andere woorden, om te profiteren van hulpbronnen
afkomstig van ongelijksoortige banden , hoeven deze banden misschien niet sterk te zijn.
Wat betreft de rendementen van sociaal kapitaal is er al veel bekend over de voordelen
van diversiteit in sociaal kapitaal, maar minder over gelijksoortigheid. Het is onbekend
in welke mate, onder welke voorwaarden en voor wie gelijksoortigheid in het netwerk
voordelig is. In dit proefschrift heb ik gekeken naar de voordelen van gelijksoortheid
voor het welzijn van personen met verschillende sociale posities. De resultaten laten
zien dat migranten die onder de armoedegrens leven niet profiteren van hun sociale
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contacten. Migranten profiteren alleen van sociaal kapitaal indien ze zich in hogere
sociaaleconomische lagen bevinden. Het is daarom belangrijk om rekening te houden
met etniciteit en sociaaleconomische status om beter te begrijpen inhoeverre mensen
profiteren van sociaal kapitaal.
Concluderend behandelt dit proefschrift verschillende tekortkomingen in onze
kennis van de totstandkoming, het behoud en het rendement van sociaal kapitaal. Het
choice-constraint model biedt een elegante abstractie van twee belangrijke drijfveren
voor het totstandkomen van sociaal kapitaal, namelijk sociale context en individuele
keuze. Mijn bevindingen suggereren echter dat dit model te eenvoudig is om de vele
processen op microniveau te verklaren. Een dergelijk model leent zich slechts voor
reductieve toepassingen en is ongeschikt om de complexiteit van een fenomeen voldoende
te weerspiegelen. In het choice-constraint model worden ontmoetingsgelegenheden
vaak gezien als een gegeven structuur waarbinnen individuen beslissingen nemen.
Dit zou onderzoekers kunnen beletten om te vragen hoe individuen überhaupt
ontmoetingsgelegenheden binnengaan of inhoeverre individuele keuzes gemaakt worden
omwille van andere redenen dan de voorkeur voor gelijkenis.
Dit proefschrift toont aan dat verschillende abstractieniveaus ons verschillende
inzichten verschaffen in sociaal kapitaal. Een hoger abstractieniveau zet aan tot het
onthullen van algemene regelmatigheden. Om de details en de werking van sociaal kapitaal
te willen begrijpen, kan het echter effectiever zijn om oog te hebben voor detail. Het
doel van dit proefschrift was om dit te bewerkstelligen en de conclusie is dan ook dat
complexiteit niet kan worden weggelaten. Dit proefschrift vertelt daarom een vollediger
verhaal over de totstandkoming, het onderhoud en het rendement van sociaal kapitaal.

152

Nederlandse Samenvatting

7

153

8

Final Words and
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Chapter 8
Some say it takes a village to raise a child. Now I do not have a child, but I see them around.
Like a child, starting a PhD seems like a good idea when you think about it. How
hard can it be? Once in the process, it requires your constant attention, even at night.
You nurture and care for it continuously. It grows and it grows, and it grows on you and
eventually it will outgrow you. Everyone has opinions on your parenting practices and is
not shy to share them, even strangers, aka anonymous reviewers. It is very hard to take a
break from it. But it is OK when you can leave it in the hands of trusted peers, aunts and
uncles and of course its grandparents. If you are still following the analogy of the PhD child,
then you know which of these roles you played. Giving birth to this dissertation might be
as close as I got to motherly attachment in this phase in my life. Yes, at times I wished it
away, at times it was brain-meltingly hard. And still, I have no regrets. I am so grateful for
the ways that I got to grow during the past four years. I am proud of my accomplishments,
and I am even proud of this brat of a PhD dissertation. I am so grateful for what I have
learned along the way, for the people I have met, and for the support that I have received
from them. If producing a PhD dissertation is anything like raising a child, then I know
that I could not have done it without the village.
Enough of this analogy. It is time to properly thank the people who helped me get here.
I would like to thank Andrea Forster, Lonneke van den Berg, Lotte Scheeren, and Nigel
Kragten for their guidance and support from the first day. How good it was to start this
PhD journey as a group, to always have not one, not two, but four peers to check in with.
We freaked out over deadlines together, we helped each other calm down. I cannot begin
to list the many times you patiently helped me learn something new. Thank you for the
many ways you had my back.
Dragana Stojmenovska, thank you for your friendship. For working next to me at
ridiculous hours until the guards kicked us out. I admire your critical voice, your courage
and your professionalism. I have learned so much from being around you.
Thank you Sanne Smith for being the best host and collaborator during my research
stay at Stanford University. And thank you Daniel McFarland for adopting me in your lab.
Thank you Gerald Mollenhorst for being a terrific collaborator. Your work has inspired
much of my own, and it is an absolute honor to co-author with you.
Thank you Gabriel Otero, Christoph Janietz, Mirjam Fischer, Michiel Stapper and
Sander Kunst for being truly wonderful office mates and friends. Thank you Emily
Miltenburg for your guidance and feedback.
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Thank you Jesper Rözer, Janna Besamusca, Sara Geven and Thijs Bol for checking in
with me. You have the gift of asking ‘How are you really doing?’ in a way that made me
feel taken care of and understood. Thank you for listening to me.
Thank you Isabela Rinderu and Catherine Molho for being close friends before,
throughout and after my PhD. You are family. Thank you Silva Harmsen for being my
refuge during the last stretch and the shaky time between my PhD and postdoc. Your
support and encouragement are invaluable. Thank you to my band mates Maud Haddon,
Roberta Colavecchio and Salomé Bernhard for showing me that if this whole research
thing won’t work out, we could always become world-famous rock stars.
A big thank you to my paranymphs Bram Hogendoorn and Andrew Demetriou, whom
I admire, who do not settle for second best, and who inspire me to do just the same. It is
so good to have you close.
Finally, I would like to thank my promoters Beate Volker and Bram Lancee for teaching
me everything I needed to know to finish this dissertation. Thank you for your trust, for
your understanding when I was not feeling well, for letting me do things my way and still
making sure that I always knew that you were there when I needed you.
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The ICS series presents dissertations of the Interuniversity Center for Social Science
Theory and Methodology. Each of these studies aims at integrating explicit theory
formation with state of the art empirical research or at the development of advanced
methods for empirical research. The ICS was founded in 1986 as a cooperative effort of the
universities of Groningen and Utrecht. Since 1992, the ICS expanded to the University of
Nijmegen and since 2017 to the University of Amsterdam (UvA). Most of the projects are
financed by the participating universities or by the Netherlands Organization for Scientific
Research (NWO). The international composition of the ICS graduate students is mirrored
in the increasing international orientation of the projects and thus of the ICS series itself.
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Blind Spots in Social
Resource Theory
Essays on the Creation,
Maintenance, and Returns
of Social Capital
The people we know matter. They provide information,
personal advice or a sympathetic ear. In formal terms,
this idea has been called social capital. A network
perspective views social capital as resources available via
an individual’s social ties. An individual can borrow these
resources and use them to achieve important life aims,
such as finding a new job or maintaining their wellbeing.
Based on four empirical studies, this dissertation sheds
light on several blind spots in our understanding of social
capital. It adds complexity to a seemingly simple idea and
concludes that we cannot do away with details.
At the expense of simplicity, this dissertation seeks to tell
a more complete story about the creation, maintenance,
and returns of social capital.
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