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Abstract

Education and having access to social support play a vital role in the human life.
Integrated and better-educated people demonstrate an increased personal health
and well-being. Social isolation, on the contrary, can affect not only the personal
development, but also pertains to society. These topics are especially relevant in the
current migration debate. Our paper examines the link between schooling and the
individuals’ probability to receive different types of social support, in particular
emotional, instrumental, informational, and appraisal support. Using logit and ordinal
logit regressions on cross-sectional micro-data provided by the SOEP, we distinguish
between two subgroups, the native population and people who migrated to
Germany. Our findings confirm that higher levels of education increase the
probability to access social support as well as the number of support providers in
the network. Migrants are disadvantaged when it comes to the access of social
support. However, our results suggest no significant negative returns to education
for people with migration experiences.

Keywords: Returns to education, Social support, Social networks, Migrants, Logit-
regression, Interaction effects
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Introduction
Apart from monetary benefits, like increased chances of getting a job in the first place

or a higher income, there are also non-monetary benefits from education. Increased

levels of schooling are highly positively correlated with improved mental and physical

health, including self-rated health, higher life expectancy and lower incidences of dis-

ease, among others (Herd et al. 2007; Link et al. 2008). One explanation is that educa-

tion leads to denser social networks, which provide larger extents of social support.

According to House (1981), the term social support refers to the content of social rela-

tionships, and the material and immaterial resources therein, like the provision of em-

pathy, needed tangible aid, the sharing of useful information or suggestions and

constructive feedback. House (1981) theoretically conceptualizes four types of social

support according to their influence on health: emotional support, instrumental sup-

port, informational support, and appraisal support.
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In this study, we provide an empirical analysis of the link between level of education

and two issues concerning social support: first the probability to have access to social sup-

port, and second the probability to have access to a bigger support network, which can pro-

vide a more diverse array of social support as well as exert less social pressure (Lewis and

Rook 1999). We contribute to the literature in three ways: 1) Using cross-sectional micro-

data provided by the German Socio-Economic Panel (G-SOEP) and employing logit and

ordered logit regressions, we estimate the association of education and the four different

types of social support as mentioned in House (1981). We thereby expand the body of

studies, adding more dimensions to the mere existence of social support. 2) We include

Germany as a target country to broaden the geographical extent of empirical studies, as

most of the current studies focus on the US. Furthermore, we are focusing on a group less

studied in social network research: the migrant community. 3) We address the paradox-

ical finding of several previously conducted studies that migrants seem to benefit less from

education with regard to access of social support than their native counterparts do. Only

a limited number of studies have tried to investigate the reasons for this phenomenon.

Walton et al. (2009) explain the difference between the two groups by the fact that mi-

grants oftentimes acquired their education abroad, which, according to their results, im-

pedes the possibility to benefit from the education-health gradient. They also discovered

that people with a foreign education exhibit a lower extent of positive social interaction

than the native population. The inclusion of interaction effects of individuals’ migrant

background and their degree of education in our study enables us to estimate whether mi-

grants actually receive less social support than natives based on data from the G-SOEP.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides an overview

of the related literature concerning the link between education and social support for

migrants and natives. We also touch upon the topic of social isolation and related

current developments. The data and methodological approach are described in Section

3, including a description of how the different types of social support are measured by

the German-SOEP and a detailed specification of the empirical model. The results of

the logit regressions estimating the probability to have access to the different types of

social support –separately and simultaneously– are presented in Section 4. In addition,

this section presents the result of the ordered logit regression regarding the probability

to have a larger network of support giving persons. Section 5 concludes.

Related literature
Access to social support is related to a multitude of personal as well as societal

benefits, as for example increased health and well-being. Some scholars argue, that

higher levels of education also lead to an increased quality of social networks

meaning that larger amounts of material and immaterial resources, like social sup-

port, are exchanged between the members of these networks (Mirowsky and Ross

2003a, 2003b). Lower education can harm personal well-being, as Stansfeld (2009)

points out. Low education is often accompanied by stressful social networks, which

affect individuals’ mental and physical health status negatively. More educated indi-

viduals have larger discussion networks, and therefore have potentially access to a

broader range of social support (McPherson et al. 2006).

Since the key terms of this study social support and social networks have been used in

various connections, we want to clarify how they are used in our work within the following
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paragraph. The term social network covers the whole web of an individual’s social relation-

ships. If we are looking at the analysis of egocentric networks, it consists of a person at the

center of the research, the ego, and their contacts, the alteri. Following Granovetter (1973),

the ties between the actors of a social network can be divided into strong ties, i.e. relation-

ships to family members, close friends and significant other, and weak ties, which are the

remaining social relationships to acquaintances, neighbors, and colleagues. One of the most

important features of social relationships is the provision of social support, which can, in

the form of material and immaterial resources, increase individuals’ utility (Flap 2002). This

increase of utility is often described using the term social capital, which stands for the re-

sources embedded in social networks (Lin 2001). As for social support, House (1981, p. 22)

argues in his seminal work that the concept of social support needs to address the question

“Who gives what to whom regarding which problems?”. Based on this question he defines

four categories of social support: emotional support, appraisal support, informational sup-

port, and instrumental support. All types of support can be provided for by either informal/

nonprofessional sources like family members or friends or professional support givers like

childcare workers or financial advisors. Emotional support refers to actions like listening,

showing empathy, trust, and caring. Appraisal support covers the provision of information

that a person can use to evaluate his/her own behavior, e.g. affirmation, feedback, and social

comparison. In contrast, informational support stands for the provision of information in

order to help someone to solve problems, like advices or suggestions. The last category, in-

strumental support, comprises direct help given to a person in need including physical as-

sistance, money or time. Social support therefore corresponds to the content of social

relationships. Moreover, it is highly specialized according to the target. A person emptying

my letterbox during my absence might not be the right place to go to obtain job related in-

formation. As noted by Heaney and Israel (2002), it is difficult to measure the different the-

oretical categories of social support empirically, because most of the available data rather

provide information about the existence of social relationships than their content. We also

usually rely on data based on information about the ego, but not on the reciprocal relation-

ship from the alteri back to the ego or on the density of the network, the ties between the

alteri. This study is therefore contributing to the current research regarding a more in-

depth analysis of the content of social relationships. Since the four support types require dif-

ferent characteristics of individuals’ social network and hence might be affected differently

by the level of education, it is important to examine each of them individually.

Scholars have focused on researching the absence of social support especially after

McPherson et al. (2006) released their seminal work in which they find an increase of

the degree of social isolation within the US society over the last 25 years. Their discov-

ery underlines previously published work from Putnam (2000), who also records a

lower participation of Americans in social events and a decreasing number of active

members in voluntary organizations and sports clubs. Social isolation therefore not

only has negative effects on the individual, it also pertains to society as a whole. In an

effort to transfer McPherson et al.’s (2006) results to Germany, documenting the state

of social isolation, Wöhler and Hinz (2007) recreate their study setting. Germany, as

Wöhler and Hinz (2007) find, does not suffer from a similar deterioration of social cap-

ital as the US, which they explain through the change of the value of family in each of

the countries alongside with technological change in the communication sector. Al-

though we, resulting from the underlying dataset, cannot make implications about the
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evolution of access to social capital, we are still able to infer about social isolation as a

current snapshot of Germany’s society.

Only a limited number of studies have tried to investigate potentially differentiated in-

fluence of education on social support between migrants and natives. Heller et al. (2004)

find a negative link between non-native origin and access to social resources beyond the

family. Ryan et al. (2008) lay out the shortcomings of migration literature in disregarding

the difference in social network ties, spatially as well as content-wise. Migrants, especially

shortly after immigration, do not have the same possibilities to access social capital due to

lack of trust (Putnam 2007), mastery of the local language (Walton et al. 2009), a lower

socio-economic status (Lubbers et al. 2010) and a disruption in their original social net-

works (Ahmad et al. 2004; Carswell et al. 2011). The adjustment process, furthermore, is

also associated with a lower level of social support: migrants need to accustom themselves

with different forms of social norms and institutions, which inhibits their use of the host

countries’ social capital (Friesen 2011; Girard and Bauder 2007). Because of these and

more migrant specific characteristics, we expect to find significantly different effects of

education on the accessibility of social support for migrants and natives.

Data and methodological approach
Measurement of social support

Our analysis is based on the 2011 wave of the German Socio-Economic Panel (G-SOEP)

(Goebel et al. 2018). The G-SOEP is a panel dataset providing representative household data

for about 12.000 households and 21.000 individuals and has been sampled every year since

1984.1 The question module of four items concerning the social network of individuals, which

we use as the basis of our analysis, collects information about the received social support. It

has been included into the questionnaire since 2006 and is part of the core questions every 5

years. Due to a change in question design, the 2006 wave and the subsequent 2011 wave can-

not be combined, which forces us to do a cross-sectional analysis using the 2011 wave only.

Since we are interested in observing potential differences between the four dimen-

sions of social support, we are approximating the dimensions by exploiting the follow-

ing sub-questions of the SOEP questionnaire. The first item “With whom do you talk

about personal thoughts and feelings, or things you wouldn’t tell just anyone?” reflects

emotional support (es). In the second item “Who supports your advancement in your

career or educational training and fosters your progress?” informational support (ios) is

investigated. The third item “Now a hypothetical question: If you were to need long-

term care (for example, in the case of an accident), who would you ask for help?” aims

to measure instrumental support (its). Finally, the last item of the module “Who can

you tell the truth even if it is unpleasant?” refers to appraisal support (as). For each

item, the respondent can name up to 5 people from a list of family members and other

significant others or they can tick the box “nobody”. Since these questions are only

posed to the ego, not its network contacts, they can only be interpreted unidirectional.

Furthermore, they do not reflect the full spectrum of social support in one of the di-

mensions, as for example instrumental support also comprises different actions such as

monetary support and childcare. However, these questions can help to underline the

1Details about the survey methodology and how the data has been collected can be found in Wagner et al.
(2007).
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concepts and already point towards variations according to the content of the social tie

(Wöhler and Hinz 2007). We therefore derive the following information from the mod-

ule: we know whether an individual receives a specific type of social support or not and

reveal how many support persons are available in each support category. Receiving so-

cial support by more than one person can be beneficial, as a potential support giver can

also become the source of stress and social pressure (Portes 1998). Consequently, it is

problematic if a potential support giver is causing a conflict without other potential

support givers available.

We use the information provided to construct two sets of dependent variables. The first

set contains four binomial variables referring to the four types of social support (emotional,

instrumental, informational, and appraisal support) which are one if the respondent has

named at least one support giver for the specific support type and zero otherwise. Further-

more, we construct a fifth binomial variable which is one if the respondent has named at least

one person in each of the four support categories and zero if she does not have access to all

support categories simultaneously. The second set of dependent variables also contains four

variables referring to the different support types and one variable referring to all support

types simultaneously. In contrast to the binomial variables of the first set, the variables of the

second set measure the number of support givers named in each support category. The

resulting ordinal variable can take values between zero and five.2 In addition to counting the

number of alters mentioned in each support dimension, we also calculate the sum of persons

mentioned in total. For this purpose, we add the number of the four items´ unique entries.3

To differentiate between the access to support in general, as modelled by the first set of

dependent variables, and the size of the support providing network, as being reflected in the

second set of dependent variables, is important. There has been evidence that the number of

alteri in a network and the mere access measure slightly different structural characteristics

(Wöhler and Hinz 2007). The number of alteri in an egocentric network sheds a light on the

potential support providers, albeit the quality of the support provided cannot be recorded, as

the connections between the alteri or the density of the network is not known (Coleman

1994; Flap 2002). The first set of dependent variables provides insight into the phenomenon

of social isolation, which has been the concern of various works in the field of social network

analysis (McPherson et al. 2006; Putnam 2000; Wöhler and Hinz 2007).

Estimation strategy and model specification

Referring to the two different groups of outcome variables, we proceed in two steps. First,

we investigate the category of binary outcome variables Existence of Social Support (ESS).

Second, we analyze the ordinal outcome variables for the category Number of Persons Pro-

viding Social Support (NSS). We use logit regressions with interaction terms4 between re-

spondents’ migration background and their school-leaving certificate. If applicable, we

furthermore use the respondents’ university degree to test whether the probability of having

2We do not distinguish whether a person is mentioned uniquely or multiple times. E.g., if the code number 9
for daughter is entered twice in the first item, we count a network size of two, if the remaining entry fields
stay empty. We do so because the respondent might think of two different daughters. Moreover, depending
on the support type, only 1.5–4.9% of the respondents have mentioned a person more than once per item.
3Calculating the sum of all the items’ entries would over-quantify the amount of accessible support: for ex-
ample, if the father is mentioned in all four categories, calculating the sum of the entries would suggest that
four persons offer social support even if it is, in fact, just one person.
4See Buis (2010) for an explanation of the interpretation of interaction effects in logit models.
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access to a specific type of social support or all support types simultaneously is affected by

the respondents’ degree of general and higher education and whether these effects differ for

natives and migrants. The empirical estimation strategy is given in Eqs. (1) and (2).

ESSi ¼ βo þ β1Migrant j þ β2Education j þ β3Migrant j�Education j þ θX j ð1Þ
NSSi ¼ βo þ β1Migrant j þ β2Education j þ β3Migrant j�Education j þ θX j ð2Þ

with i ∈ {es, ios, its, as, all}. The dummy variable Migrantj reflects the respondents’ migration

background and takes a value of one if the respondent has a direct, indirect, or no further

specified migration background referring to the G-SOEP categorization5 and zero otherwise.

Educationj is a vector containing dummy variables that are one for respondents’ highest

school-leaving certificate and zero otherwise. The variable University corresponds to higher

education. The categories of school-leaving degrees are: lowest general education

(Hauptschule), intermediate general education (Realschule), technical college degree (Facha-

bitur), highest general education (Abitur), other school-leaving degree,6 and drop out. In

Germany, compulsory schooling encompasses 10 years with a potential extension of 2 or 3

years to receive the highest general education certificate. Students, who have either com-

pleted the highest general education or obtained the technical college certificate, qualify for

higher education such as university or technical college.7 Due to the lack of school-leaving

certificate, we exclude observations of students that still attended school in 2010. Xj is a vec-

tor of covariates for respondent j. An overview of the covariates and their operationalization

is given in Table 7 in the Appendix. The results are presented in odds ratios to show the po-

tential differences in the effect of education for migrants and natives in multiplicative

terms.8 The odds ratio of Migrantj, β1, represents the ratio of odds of migrants compared to

their native counterparts for having the value one in the outcome variable: the odds of hav-

ing ESSi = 1 for migrants is β1 times the odds of their native counterpart. For natives the

change in odds compared to the odds of the corresponding reference group due to holding

a specific degree of education is given by β2. The odds of having ESSi = 1 are β2 times higher

for natives holding the corresponding degree of general education compared to natives

holding the lowest degree of general education. For migrants the corresponding effect is β3
times the effect for natives with the same level of education: β2 ∗ β3.

Considering the family and partner as important social resources, we include control

variables that reflect whether the respondent lives in a permanent relationship or not

and the number of relatives in model 2, following the findings of Wöhler and Hinz

(2007). They find the importance of the partner and close family members to be espe-

cially pronounced in Germany. In addition, we add the squared family size to take into

account on the one hand the possibility of decreasing marginal effects of the family size

4See Buis (2010) for an explanation of the interpretation of interaction effects in logit models.
5People with direct migration background are born outside of Germany. The category “indirect migration
background” refers to people born to at least one parent of non-German nationality but within Germany.
“Not further specified are people who, according to their family biography, have a migration background but
the SOEP lacks complete information (see Scheller (2011)).
6The educational degrees covered by the term other degree are not further differentiated by the G-SOEP.
7The term technical college therefore is been used to classify the school-leaving certificate, not the actual cer-
tificate obtained after a successful completion of technical college. Persons with a degree from technical col-
lege are accounted for within the variable university.
8We present the results in odds ratios and not in marginal effects because interaction effects in odds ratios
refer to the baseline odds within their own category and therefore control for differences in the baseline odds
between the group of natives and migrants (see Buis (2010) for more details regarding the interpretation of
odds ratios).
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on peoples’ access to the social resources investigated, and on the other hand that mi-

grants have comparatively larger families.9

The third extension –model 3– additionally includes four variables that contain in-

formation on the respondents’ level of formal social participation: a dummy variable

that is one if the respondent is employed and zero if not, and three ordinal variables

reflecting the frequency of participation in voluntary work, local politics, and religious

events. Individuals with higher levels of social participation have more social relation-

ships at their disposal which are a potential source of social support (Putnam 2000;

1993; Wellman and Wortley 1990). Hence, the probability to have access to social sup-

port will potentially increase with the level of social participation.

Considering that the geographical distance between the respondents and their net-

work members may determine the degree to which they expect to receive social sup-

port, we additionally control for the distance to other family members in model 4.10

We extend our model with dummy variables for the minimum spatial distance in which

family members live, because the different dimensions of social support demand for

other levels of physical presence of the supporting person.

Sample description

In 2011 the questions regarding the received social support were not asked to participants of

the 2011 refreshment sample (5.161 persons) and to all respondents that are part of the

youth population (267 persons).11 Hence, we are only able to use a reduced sample size of

about 16.000 observations. Moreover, we exclude 3.856 observations of respondents that are

older than 65 years of age. We do so because one of the questions in the module (the one re-

garding help with advancement in career-related questions, which we use as a proxy for in-

formational support) has only been given to people who are still part of the active working

force according to legal standards. Since the retiring age in Germany is 65, this particular

sub-question has only been posed to people below this age limit. Table 1 gives an overview

of the sociodemographic composition of the sample.12 About 49% of the respondents are

male and 22.9% have a migration background, whereby 12.3% have a direct and 10.5% have

an indirect migration background corresponding to the SOEP classification of migration

backgrounds.13 Respondents’ age range between 17 and 64 years and the average age is 42.4

years. Regarding the highest level of general education, 25.5% of the respondents hold the

lowest level of general education, 34.1% the intermediate and 23.5% finished the highest level

of general education. A smaller fraction of 6.2% obtained a technical school degree and 7.1%

hold another degree, which is not further differentiated. 2.1% of the respondents dropped out

9For 2011 the average family size of migrants is about 20% higher than the average family size of natives.
10Due to the lack of information about the location of non-kin ties, we are constrained to control only for
the location of family members.
11The G-SOEP interviews all household members that are at least 16 years of age. For young respondents
questioned the first time a special youth questionnaire is used. Seventy-four respondents are both, part of the
youth population and the refreshment sample. Thus, the relevant question modules are not asked to 5.354
persons.
12We use the weighting factor for wave 2011 to calculate the mean and standard deviation of the variables
presented in Tables 1 and 2.
13The G-SOEP differentiates between direct, indirect, and not further specified migration background. Ac-
cording to this classification, respondents have a direct migration background if they are not born in
Germany, an indirect migration background if they are born in Germany but do not have the German citi-
zenship or have at least one parent that is born outside Germany. The migration background is not further
specified if the respondent’s place of birth is not known.
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of school without any school-leaving certificate and 1.5% are currently in school. Beside the

general education degree, 20.3% of the respondents hold a university degree.

The differences between migrants and natives according to their level of general and

higher education are presented in Table 2. In all categories related to the German educa-

tion system, low, intermediate and high degree of general education, technical school, and

university degree, the share of migrants falls behind the share of natives. A huge inter-

group difference can also be found in the category no degree, where 4.7% of the migrants

dropped out of school with no school-leaving certificate whereas this only applies for 1.3%

in the group of natives. The category other degree it is not as easy to interpret as the other

school-leaving degrees, as it can include foreign degrees obtained outside of Germany as

these degrees might not have an equivalent within the German education system. Mi-

grants display a higher share of school-leaving certificates classified as other, which com-

plicates the analysis in the later chapters of this paper. However, there remain enough

observations to make inferences about the remaining school-leaving degrees.

As mentioned earlier, students who are still enrolled in school will not be part of the

analysis, since they lack a school-leaving certificate and are therefore missing an im-

portant independent variable.

Results: education and social support
The analysis of our results follows the same strategy, presenting the results using the

dependent variable “access to social support” first, followed by the analysis of the

dependent variable “number of support providers”. In all the models, the group of na-

tive females that are 16–25 years old holding the lowest level of general education

serves as the reference group. Model 0 starts with only including dependent variables

such as sex, income, age and migrant background, model 1 introduces the degrees of

education obtained. Model 2 adds several familial characteristics such as family size. In

model 3 we add characteristics that demonstrate social commitment like employment

Table 1 Sociodemographic composition

N Mean SD Min. Max.

Sex (1 = male) 11,758 0,490 0,500 0 1

Age 11,758 42,422 13,093 17,112 64,975

Migration background 11,758 0,228 0,420 0 1

Table 2 Educational degrees: natives vs. migrants

Natives Migrants

N Mean SD Min Max N Mean SD Min Max

Lowest general education 2190 0,255 0,436 0 1 466 0,256 0,436 0 1

Intermediate general education 3527 0,382 0,486 0 1 431 0,200 0,400 0 1

Highest general education 2587 0,255 0,436 0 1 361 0,161 0,368 0 1

Technical college 623 0,068 0,251 0 1 91 0,043 0,202 0 1

Other degree 102 0,013 0,115 0 1 479 0,272 0,445 0 1

Dropout, no degree 81 0,013 0,113 0 1 78 0,047 0,213 0 1

Currently in school 177 0,014 0,116 0 1 48 0,021 0,144 0 1

University degree 2331 0,210 0,408 0 1 417 0,178 0,382 0 1

Results are based on respondents younger than 65 years of age and that are not part of the refreshment sample
or youth population in the 2011 wave
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or voluntary work. Model 4 finally represents the full model, additionally controlling

for the physical distance of the potential support providers. The results are summarized

in Table 3 and explained in detail in the following subsections.

Results Logit regression: access to social support

Using a very simple model specification without educational degrees leads to a skewed obser-

vation: as reported by model 0, which can be found in Table 7 in the Appendix, migrants are

disadvantaged when it comes to access to social support. They can only access 74.8% of the

social support in all dimensions as compared to their native counterparts. The only support

dimension where they do not fall back is instrumental support, where the odds are not statis-

tically significant. However, this result has to be viewed with caution as already implied: when

adding school-leaving certificates, the resulting odds ratios become insignificant (models 1–4,

Table 7 in the Appendix). This is one important finding, as it will also hold when we are

using the number of potential support providers as independent variable, which is presented

in Table 12 in the Appendix. We therefore infer a moderating role of education when it

comes to the influence of migration background on access to social support.

From the results of model 4 (presented in Table 4), including all independent variables,

migrants even benefit in the access to instrumental support. The odds of having access to

instrumental support are 1.605 times higher than the odds of natives. For all other dimen-

sions including the aggregation of all four support types simultaneously, having a migrant

background does not statistically matter for the access to social support.

Having a higher degree of education increases the probability to have access to the dif-

ferent types of social support as the analysis shows. Compared to the reference group,14

native respondents’ holding the highest degree of general education are in a superior pos-

ition. Even so, the magnitude of the positive effect resulting from holding the highest de-

gree of general education varies according to the different support types: with an odds

ratio of 2.338 it is highest for emotional support and with 1.667 smallest for instrumental

Table 3 Overview of the results
Dependent variable: Access to social support Result can be found in

Table

• Education has a moderating role on the access to social support between migrants and non-migrants. 6 (model 0 vs. models
1–4)

• Migrants benefit in the access to instrumental support. 4 (row 1)

• A higher degree of education increases the probability to have access to social support in all dimensions. 4 (rows 2–7)

• Education does not influence the probability to have access to all dimensions of social support for
migrants, except for instrumental support.

4 (rows 8–12)

• For instrumental support: higher education decreases migrants’ probability to receive instrumental support. 4 (column 2, rows 8 &
10)

Dependent variable: Number of support providers Result can be found in
Table

• A higher level of general education increases the probability of having access to a bigger network of
support providers.

5 (rows 2–7)

14The reference group is native females who are between 16 and 25 years old holding the lowest degree of
general education and did not obtain a university degree. Their odds of having access to all social support
dimensions simultaneously are 2.098. This means that within the reference group we expect to find 2.098
females with access to all support dimensions for every female not having access to all dimensions
simultaneously. For (i) emotional support, (ii) instrumental support, (iii) informational support, and (iv)
appraisal support, the odds ratios of persons having access to persons not having access are (i) 16.209 to 1,
(ii) 11.482 to 1, (iii) 4.698 to 1, and (iv) 6.759 to 1 respectively.
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support. Moreover, the odds for native respondents holding an intermediate general edu-

cation degree to have access to appraisal support and informational support are 1.385

times and 1.187 times the odds of the reference group respectively. In contrast, holding

an intermediate level of general education does not affect the probability to receive emo-

tional support. For natives holding a degree that allows them to enroll in technical college

goes hand in hand with a larger and robust probability to have access to appraisal support,

but to none of the other support dimensions. Getting a degree from secondary education

also benefits with respect to access to informational support. The odds of obtaining sup-

port in terms of job related questions are 1.329 times higher for respondents with a uni-

versity degree, as compared to their counterparts with a lower educational degree.

The advantage in obtaining informational support also drives the statistical significance

of the access to all dimensions simultaneously, which is with an odds ratio of 1.394 almost

as pronounced as the access to informational support for university graduates. Having ac-

cess to all social support dimensions simultaneously is 1.254 times more likely for respon-

dents with the intermediate level of general education and 1.232 times for respondents

with a degree which allows to enroll in technical college compared to the reference group.

Our most staggering result, however, is the lack of significance in interaction effects be-

tween the respondents’ school-leaving certificate and their migration background. In all sup-

port dimensions except in case of instrumental support, we do not find any significant effect

of education and migration background on social support. Instrumental support – e.g. help

in case of need for long-term care – is less likely to be provided for migrants who hold the

highest degree of general education. They can only access 61% of the support which natives

receive holding a similar degree. Which translates to: holding the highest level of general edu-

cation as a migrant is leading to a reduction in odds for having access to instrumental sup-

port.15 The same pattern can be found for migrants holding an intermediate general

education degree: the expected effect is only 64.5% of the expected effect for similarly edu-

cated natives. All other support dimensions do not show any significant effect resulting from

migration background and education level.

To check for robustness of our results, we introduce various control variables, start-

ing from model 2–4, which can be found in Tables 7, 8, 9, 10 and 11 in the Appendix.

The effects of education for both, natives and migrants, do not differ much in terms of

magnitude and significance levels.

Results ordered Logit regression: number of support givers

In addition to the question whether a person has access to a certain kind of social support

we also investigate the effect of education on the probability of having access to a larger

number of support givers, as a diverse network can be associated with less social control

and a larger variety of provided content. There are differences between the pure access, as

described in Section 4.1 and the network extent measured in support providing alters.

The most important deviation is that, even if we control for the degree of general and

higher education, the odds for having a migrant background remain significant and lower

than 1, as reported in Table 5. This means, migrants have, irrespective of their education,

a lower probability to have a larger support network providing support of all dimensions

15Logit regressions in odds ratios provide multiplicative effects relative to the baseline odds in the group of
migrants or natives.
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simultaneously (all models presented in Table 12 in the Appendix) as well as for emo-

tional (Table 13 in the Appendix), informational (Table 15 in the Appendix) and appraisal

support (Table 16 in the Appendix) The only exception is again instrumental support: For

this type of social support the odds become insignificant once the variable for education

has been introduced (model 1–4, Table 14 in the Appendix).

The impact of higher levels of general education on the probability of having access to a

larger number of support givers is significantly positive for all support types. The odds of

having access to a larger number of support persons is between 1.6 and 2.2 times the odds

of the reference group for individuals holding the highest level of education. Similar results

can be observed for graduates of intermediate general education or who obtained a certifi-

cate permitting them to study at a technical college. Following these results, the effect of

education on the extent of the network is stronger than on the access to social support it-

self. Tertiary education, i.e. obtaining a university degree does only benefit in the dimensions

of emotional and informational support. In these two dimensions, the odds are again signifi-

cantly higher to have a larger support providing network measured in number of alters.

Similar to the presentation of the results in 4.1, we find no significant interaction effects

of migrant background and school-leaving certificate on the number of support providing

alters in the network. Again, with one exception: migrants with a university degree have a

1.40 higher probability of having a higher number of people providing appraisal support.

The remaining significant results do resemble the results already found in the first

model, describing the access to social support.

Critical discussion of the empirical results
Our study explores the link between education and the access to social support, adding

to the literature by distinguishing between four different dimensions as introduced by

House (1981). Access to social support as well as the extent of the network demon-

strate a positive education gradient within all dimensions, which means the results are

in line with the theoretical argumentation that education has an additional beneficial

impact through the channel of individuals’ social networks.

We are partly able to confirm the hypothesis of a disadvantageous effect of migrant back-

ground on the number of social support providing people. Having a migrant background re-

duces the probability of having access to a larger number of support providers in almost all

dimensions except for instrumental support. With respect to access in general, having a mi-

grant background increases the probability to receive instrumental support, which is com-

plementing the non-significant finding regarding the extent of the network within this

dimension. However, the positive connection is dissolved once controlled for education: we

find a negative impact of the interaction effect of education and migrant background. Fol-

lowing the underlying theoretical model, the results suggest a lower probability of having ac-

cess to social support for migrants with a certain school-leaving certificate as compared to

their native counterparts, but only regarding instrumental support.

Interpreting the lack of statistically significant odds ratios in the interaction variables

of all other support dimensions, leads to concluding that there are no negative returns

to education for migrants. Although migrants are worse off when it comes to the access

to a larger support network, it does not seem to stem from a negative education effect.

Migrants and natives alike benefit from a higher level of education, which increases
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their access to social support as well as the number of support providing persons in

their network. This finding is interesting and leaves room for further research.

Other control variables increase the access to social support as well. Having a perman-

ent relationship, a larger household income and a larger family are all socio-demographic

characteristics that lead to a higher probability to access social support as well as to a lar-

ger network providing all dimensions of social support. Our study, as a by-product, also

confirms findings regarding the age of egos: having access to social support as well as be-

ing part of an extensive social network decreases over time. Social isolation therefore is

more common with increasing age, as Fischer and Beresford (2015) find too. Furthermore,

we find that men are less connected to their social networks. The gender dummy reports

significant lower odds of having access to social support within all dimensions and of all

dimensions simultaneously, except for informational support. This is in line with previous

conducted research: Wöhler and Hinz (2007) also find that German men have fewer sup-

port providing persons in their network then women.

Additionally, we point out that the results of this study face the problem of endogeneity

between education and social support. On the one hand, individuals who are equipped

with a well-functioning social network will probably achieve higher levels of education be-

cause they are supported by their social ties. On the other hand education increases indi-

viduals’ social capital by spreading social norms and responsibilities. Education therefore

forms social skills and abilities that enable individuals to build up beneficial social rela-

tionships. The problem of endogeneity could have been circumvented by using panel re-

gressions. Unfortunately, the information about individuals’ social networks has just been

collected in two waves of the G-SOEP, namely in 2006 and 2011, whereby the conception

of the question module changed.16 Thus, it is difficult to combine the data collected in

2006 and 2011, which leaves us with a solely cross-sectional dataset.

Summary and conclusion
Education is one of the key determinants of personal development. Overall, individuals

with higher levels of education benefit in terms of better mental and physical health,

more risk-adverse behavior, increased lifespan and well-being. One channel through

which education unfolds its positive influence is social networks. They provide material

and immaterial resources like social support, which in turn are positively affected by an

increase in education. However, the direction of the effect does not remain the same if

the population is divided into groups according to their geographical and/or cultural

background. Several studies find a significantly smaller effect of education on health for

migrants as compared to natives (Gorman et al. 2010; Walton et al. 2009). This finding

can theoretically be explained by the lower ability of migrants to make use of their edu-

cation. Another channel through which personal well-being is influenced is social sup-

port: having access to social support is vital for a successful acculturation with the host

society (Ryan et al. 2008). To the best of our knowledge, no empirical evidence exists

which examines whether the returns to education in form of social support are actually

smaller for migrants than for natives. To close this gap, we therefore analyze the effect

of education on the probability of having access to social support.

16In 2006 respondents could name up to three support persons, whereas in 2011 this number has been
increased to a total of five support persons, which renders the analysis inconclusive.
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Our findings indicate a positive link between education and the probability of having ac-

cess to all types of social support: the odds ratio of individuals holding the highest level of

general education are higher than the odds of the baseline group of individuals holding

the lowest level of general education irrespective of the dimension of social support.

Since we find a negative relationship of migrant background in accessing social sup-

port as well as regarding the size of the network, we conclude that migrants are disad-

vantaged when it comes to receiving social support in Germany. However, we do not

find any negative returns to education for migrants, demonstrated by the mediating ef-

fect of education and migrant background on access to social support and extent of so-

cial network. The odds ratio of the interaction effects of education and migrant

background are not significantly different for emotional, appraisal and informational

support as well as for all support dimensions simultaneously.

The only exception is instrumental support, which is, in our study, approximated

by the question on help in times of need for longtime care. For migrants, holding

the highest level of general education goes hand in hand with a reduction in odds

of having access to instrumental support. Migrants, by leaving their home country,

lose their original support network and have to build new relationships in the host

country. This experience can lead to a lower amount of social capital in form of

social networks (Ryan et al. 2008). Especially in dimensions where the need for

physical presence is high, migrants display a lower amount of providers of these

services. As instrumental support is queried in terms of care within the SOEP

questionnaire, this question implies geographical closeness of the care-giver and

therefore cannot be provided by a network living outside of the ego’s country of

residence (Willmott 1987). This study therefore sheds some light on the question

why migrants experience lower returns to education than natives in form of better

mental and physical health as instrumental support is directly related to care giving

in times of illness or need for long-term care.

As we are not entirely confident why migrants who hold the highest level of general

education face a reduction in their probability to have access to instrumental support,

we ask for additional theoretical and empirical research.

By basing our empirical estimations on the SOEP dataset, we broaden the literature

on social network analysis and education regarding non-US studies. Being able to draw

country comparisons in a further step, investigations on the cultural differences be-

tween countries regarding the evolution of society are made possible. Especially with

respect to the development of social isolation and integration of migrant population

into host societies, these analyses can provide valuable insights for policy makers. Inte-

grating advancements in communication and transportation technologies enables to de-

pict a more accurate current state of the state of a society’s social capital.

Further research should also address the question of which types of how the different social

support dimensions affect individuals and how they benefit from a higher amount of these.

Concluding, we want to answer the question posed in the title “Do migrants

benefit as much as natives?” with a yes, as we do not find negative returns to edu-

cation for migrants. However, there is still ample ground for research within the

topic of benefits of education and migration, which will increase the understanding

of the effect of migration experience on the personal and social outcomes of

migrants.
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