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abstract: 

Looking after the neighbours’ children, doing an ill friend’s shopping, using informal channels in the search for a job or a dwelling. These are just a few examples of the support people exchange among each other in daily life. Although many forms of support are offered at commercial markets and by professional agencies, it is often more costly and less flexible than the help provided by the personal network. Although no standard typologies exist, a broad distinction is usually drawn between forms of instrumental support (such as borrowing things) and emotional support (such as giving advice). Furthermore, information (e.g., giving information about vacancies) and social companionship are sometimes discerned as separate categories. Many studies have shown the importance of supportive personal networks for among others chances at the labour market, scholastic achievement, political participation, physical and mental well-being.

The project, which was partly carried out at the Central Archive for Empirical Social Research at the University of Cologne, concerned the description of correlational structures of supportive transactions within personal networks. It was originally set up as a preliminary study for a PhD dissertation project on the measurement of a related concept, social capital. (This project was later started by Martin van der Gaag as “The measurement of individual social capital”, carried out at the Interuniversity Center for Social Science Theory and Methodology at the University of Groningen (see http://www.xs4all.nl/~gaag/work).)

We aimed to examine correlations between types of transaction both at the relational and the network level. Among correlational features are concepts of exchange multiplexity (i.e., the overlap of exchanges in relations) and reciprocity (the returns of supplied support). Furthermore, we aimed to explain the variation in support both within and between personal networks by characteristics of the respondent, the network member, and the relation between them. Several analytical techniques were applied and their efficacy for the description of the structures was evaluated at the level of both relations (dyads) and personal networks. 

For this purpose, secondary analyses were carried out on two available collections of Dutch personal network data, which were set up quite similarly. At the Central Archive in Cologne, some additional data sets were available, which were to a certain degree comparable to the Dutch ones. In all these, the general format of the network items was to ask the respondents ‘From whom have you obtained help of kind x (in the last n months)?’ and oppositely ‘Who has obtained help of kind x from you (in the last n months)?’. Several domains of emotional support, instrumental support, and social companionship were covered. A network file could be created by treating each relation between a respondent and a nominee (a network member) as a separate case. In this network file, the support items were scored dichotomously (i.e., ‘help obtained’ versus ‘help not obtained’ for each kind of support specified).

Two techniques turned out to be particularly fruitful for this subject. The first is the Jaccard index, which is a rather straightforward bivariate measure of association between dichotomous variables (see for example Snijders, 1999). The second is multilevel logistic regression analysis. This technique allowed us to analyse the various types of transactions within a dyad multivariately (level 1) as nested within dyads (level 2), which are in their turn nested within ego’s personal networks (level 3). This turned out to be a useful technique, although the nature of the technique restricts the interpretation of the estimated effects to some extent. 

The results showed that the number of multiplex ties was very low in all studies: The majority of the network members gave the respondents only one type of support, or none at all. The respondents claimed they gave more support than they received. This discrepancy, which presumably can be attributed to cognitive processes, is coherent with findings in other studies. Emotional types of support were more often exchanged within multiplex ties than instrumental types of support. At the network level, high associations were found (both network multiplexity and reciprocal types of association). It is remarkable that the data sets varied greatly with respect to the number of exchanges and the extent of multiplexity and reciprocity observed, even when research designs seemed highly similar. Apparently, small variations in research design have a great impact on the observed patterns of association.
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