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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	 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 struc-
ture. 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).
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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.

1
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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, Smith-
Lovin, & 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.

1
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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.



17

Synthesis

Figure 2: Conceptual framework of this dissertation.

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.

1
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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 ref lected 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 
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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.

1
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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.
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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?

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 

1
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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 well-
being as indicated by feelings of happiness and lack of worry.

1
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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 choice-
constraint 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 moment-
by-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 

4	 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.
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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

1	 This study is published as a journal article and available via the following reference:
Tulin, M., Lancee, B., & Volker, B. (2018). Personality and Social Capital. Social Psychology Quarterly, 81(4), 
295–318. doi: 10.1177/0190272518804533
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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).

2
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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.

2
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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.

2
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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	 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.

3	 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.

4	 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	 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).

6	 See supplemental materials, available at https://bit.ly/2StPP7p
7	 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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