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Abstract 

That a lack of economic resources negatively affects the social relations of children is 

often assumed, sometimes described, but rarely tested using methods allowing 

generalization. When addressing this issue, previous research has largely been limited to 

self-reported data on social relations. This thesis uses peer reported measures of social 

relations in combination with survey and register data to examine the effect of economic 

resources on the probability of social isolation and on the number of school class 

friendships of Swedish adolescents. While not entirely unambiguous, the results 

indicate that a lack of economic resources negatively affects the social relations of 

children, at least in regards to the school class social relations of adolescents. The 

results point to the importance for adolescent’s social relations of having the economic 

and material possibilities to participate in the social life and in the activities undertaken 

by peers. 
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Introduction 

That a lack of economic resources negatively affects the social relations of children is often 

assumed, sometimes described, but rarely tested using methods allowing generalization 

(Mood & Jonsson 2014). This is surprising since most modern poverty theories emphasise the 

social aspects of poverty. Not being able to participate socially in the society in which one 

lives, feeling ashamed, being excluded or stigmatized are, according to the commonly used 

definitions, central aspects of poverty (Townsend 1979; Sen 1983), which is also reflected in 

the increasing use of the term social exclusion. 

Feeling socially accepted is a fundamental human need (Baumeister & Leary 1995). 

Belongingness might be especially significant during adolescence, a developmental and 

transitional period in which relations with peers typically expand in size, time and importance 

(Giordano 2013; Wrzus et al. 2013; LaFontana & Cillesen 2010). While school is only one of 

several social arenas in the lives of teenagers, it is one in which they are obliged to spend 

large parts of their days. Having positive relationships with school class peers is a sign of 

acceptance of the group. Though the quality of social relations does not necessarily increase 

with the quantity of friendships, having many friends does make ones social life less 

dependent on individual relationships. Having friends also increases the potential sources for 

help with homework, access to activities, social validation and support. Having no friends on 

the other hand, being socially isolated in the school class, brings no such benefits and can 

increase the probability of being bullied or victimized (cf. Schuster 1999), and to report 

psychological complaints (Låftman & Östberg 2006). 

A number of qualitative studies, both internationally (Attree 2006; Ridge 2011) and in a 

Swedish context (Harju 2008; Fernqvist 2013) have examined the connection between 

childhood poverty and the social challenges experienced by the affected children. While 

qualitative studies can describe children’s experience of poverty and suggest possible 

mechanisms through which detrimental effects might occur, the extent and generality of the 

association have to be addressed using quantitative methods. Traditionally however, 

quantitative research on the consequences of childhood poverty has mostly been directed 

towards long term effects (Jonsson & Östberg 2010).  
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But the life-situation and well-being during childhood is of importance in its own right, 

regardless of long-term effects (cf. Ben-Arieh 2000). 

Thus, more research is needed to examine if a lack of economic resources has negative social 

consequences for children and adolescents during childhood. The research question of this 

thesis is therefore: Do economic resources affect adolescent´s school class social relations? 

Theory and previous research 

There are several reasons to believe that a lack of economic resources could affect 

adolescents’ school class social relations. For a start, consumption of material goods such as 

clothing (Piacentini & Mailer 2004) and make-up (Gentina et al. 2012) as well as being able 

to avoid some brands or products (Freitas et al. 1997; Banister & Hogg 2004) can serve to 

signal belonging to social groups. This refers to wider groups such as gender or the age group 

(e.g., having left childhood) but also to more immediate social groups, such as the school 

class or a clique within it. Failure to achieve what is expected or considered normal within the 

group can have social consequences in the form of exclusion or loss of status (Croghan et al. 

2006). Participation in school social life may also depend on access to pocket money or 

material resources (e.g., owning a smart-phone supporting the widely used social functions). 

Money, meals or equipment are sometimes needed to participate in activities arranged by the 

school (Majblomman 2013). Simultaneously, material objects are symbols of individuality 

and self-identity (Belk 1988; Miles et al. 1998) and thus play a role in meeting new friends 

and asserting status, not only through conspicuous consumption (Veblen 2005 [1899]), for 

example distinguishing oneself with the latest fashion or gaming console, but also in more 

general competition for status (Bourdieu 1984). Some dimensions of status are likely to be 

more dependent on economic resources than others (Sweeting et al. 2011). This can serve to 

limit the types of status for which poorer children can successfully compete. Status in itself 

can generate higher friendship attractivity (Schaefer et al. 2010) and can open up for 

reciprocation of friendship attempts where there is a preference for friendship connections 

with higher status peers (cf. Schaefer 2012). 
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For children of economically deprived families, poverty in itself can carry stigma and shame 

(Walker 2014). This can lead to exclusion by other children or, as is frequently described by 

children interviewed in qualitative studies (see for example Fernqvist 2013), self-exclusion 

from social situations in order to hide their economic situation or avoid potentially shameful 

situations.1 As such, even if access to a necessary resource is not lacking, the comparative 

standard can be lower than the adolescent is willing to make apparent to peers. A vulnerable 

household economic situation could also increase stress and conflict within the family, induce 

parental frustration and depression, and lead to worse parenting practices. This might all 

impact negatively on the behaviour of the affected children (Conger et al. 1992) and might 

thus lead to a worse social situation in school or in interaction with peers. 

Creating, sustaining and developing friendship relations often depend on participation in 

repeated interactions organized around some entity; a focus of activity to use Feld´s (1981) 

terminology.2 Naturally, school is one such field, but the sharing of many foci’ (e.g., school 

and attending an extracurricular theatre class together) could increase the propensity to see the 

other as a friend. The effect of shared foci´ can also be augmented by a mechanism that 

students of network structure call transitivity, that is, the tendency that two people sharing a 

friend tend to become acquainted and potentially friends also with each other (Prell 2011). 

This relates to the question of this study since leisure activities often comes with a price tag or 

require access to material assets (such as fees, equipment, transportation or a meal outside the 

home). Children living in economically vulnerable households have been found to participate 

less in unstructured activities outside home, at a friend’s house and to be less likely to bring 

home friends (Jonsson & Östberg, 2004; Mood & Jonsson 2014). To not bring home friends 

can be a question of wanting to hide the material situation of the household, but it could also 

be that it is harder to socialize with friends at home since children in economically vulnerable 

households are more likely to live in small and overcrowded homes (Jonsson & Östberg 

2004) and are less likely to have their own room (Jonsson & Östberg 2004; Mood & Jonsson 

2014).  

                                                 
1 In a Swedish context, Fernqvist (2013:77-80) seem to mean that while the children in her qualitative 

interviews feel ashamed over their economic situation and self-exclude, evidence of peer exclusion based 

directly on poverty induced stigma was rare. Signs of poverty instead seemed to be understood by peers 

as a deviation from the norm or as a characteristic such as being “(…) boring, cheap or weird” (Fernqvist 

2013:79). 

2 See also Fine (1980) for a discussion of friendship prerequisites. 
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Children in economically vulnerable households have also been found to participate in 

structured activities, such as for instance organized sport, to a smaller extent than their better 

off peers (Jonsson & Östberg 2004; Mood & Jonsson 2014; Olsson 2007). Sletten (2010) used 

survey data on Norwegian adolescents (age 13-16) to further examine the association between 

economic resources and participation in leisure activities. Following the pattern above, 

adolescents self-reporting to live in a family that had been poor during the last two years were 

less likely than non-poor adolescents to have participated in structured-, semi-structured- (at 

home or at a friend’s house) and unstructured- (outdoors) leisure activities during the week 

before the survey. This was also the case if material deprivation (number of media and 

entertainment items) was used as a measure of poverty.3 The effects for participation in 

structured and semi-structured leisure activities were stronger than for unstructured activities. 

Moreover, Sletten (2010) found that the poor adolescents perceived themselves as unpopular 

in the school class and reported to lack close friends substantially more often than their non-

poor peers. A similar result is reported by Mood and Jonsson (2014) who found that 

(controlling for parental education, health and immigration status) children in economically 

deprived households were more likely to report not having a friend in the school class. These 

results suggest that the economic situation may impact on the school class social relations of 

adolescents. It is however possible that household income does not fully represent 

adolescents’ economic and material living conditions (cf. Mood & Jonsson 2014). Households 

vary in their internal distribution of economic resources. There are, for instance, indications 

that parents from lower income households prioritize their children’s ability to consume and 

partake on the same level as other children, over their own consumption and well-being and 

thus allocate more of their household resources towards this goal (Kochuyt 2004). 

Adolescents can also receive additional resources from relatives or friends of the family and, 

to some extent, work to extend their economic and material resources. An analysis of how 

economic resources affect social relations should thus take adolescents’ own economic 

situation into account. For example, their economic ability to participate in activities with 

                                                 
3 As these measures were not included in the same models we cannot discern how they relate to each 

other; if there was an independent effect of household resources and of deprivation or if they measure the 

same underlying variable. Note also that Sletten (2010) used self-reported and subjective measures of 

both economic situation, participation, and social situation. While she controls for depression, it is still 

likely that the measures are affected by differences in reporting behavior. 
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their peers, the extent to which they have their own room, their access to material resources or 

the ability to come up with some amount of money, should they need to. 

For these reasons, Olsson (2007) looked at the relationship between economic resources and a 

number of different types of social relations using measures of both the households’ economic 

resources and of the adolescents’ own economic situation. Controlling for family 

characteristics and household economic resources it was found that the number of material 

goods (TV, CD-player, mobile phone and computer) owned by the adolescent and having an 

own cash margin (access to 100 SEK by tomorrow) were positively related to the number of 

self-perceived friends and to self-perceived popularity in the school class. While living in an 

economically vulnerable home was associated with having fewer self-perceived school class 

friends, this relationship was mediated by the adolescents’ own economic situation. No effect 

was found for equivalized household disposable income when controlling for household 

characteristics. 

Previous research has primarily measured social relations using the subjective, self-perceived 

number of friends. While some outcomes are likely to be affected primarily by the perception 

of having friends, this is not the best measure if our goal is to analyse actual differences in the 

number of friendship relations. It is quite possible to self-identify as a person with many 

friends while the supposed friends rejects the friendship. A more objective measure, albeit 

using information much harder to collect, can be reached using sociometric data. Students in a 

group are asked to report on, for instance, who they are friends with in the school class. 

Instead of the number of given nominations, the number of received nominations can thus be 

tallied. Arguably, a student receiving many nominations is not likely to perceive all of the 

nominating students as friends.4 More than actual friendships, what is measured is the 

attractivity for friendship or the number of friendship choices available to the student within 

the group. Sociometric data has primarily been used for the analyses of school class relations 

within developmental psychology5 and, despite calls for “(…) greater consideration of social 

contextual factors” (Cohn et al. 1991:315), such as the economic situation; limited attention 

has been paid to the impact of economic resources.  

                                                 
4 For this reason, research on close friendship relations often uses reciprocal nominations (Bukowski et al. 

2011). We do not use this measure here since it entails elements of self-perception. 

5 Sociometric data can also be used to study the structure of social relations, using tools from social 

network analysis.  
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Exceptions do however exist. Bolger et al. (1995) used longitudinal, sociometric data from the 

Charlottesville Longitudinal Study of the late 1980´s and found that children (ages 8-10 at the 

start of the study) in economic hardship were less popular than their peers. Children in 

persistent poverty during the whole four year study period were less popular than those who 

experienced poverty for a shorter period of time.6 While it is questionable if results from the 

US in the 1980’s can be generalized to the contemporary situation in the Nordic context, it is 

interesting to note that the effect goes in the expected direction. 

When measuring relative poverty and deprivation it is a common practice to categorize 

households as poor in reference to the national income level. The European Union, for 

example, measures households in relative poverty as households with an equivalized 

disposable income below 60 % of the national median income level (European Union 2008). 

However, the national level is not always the most relevant reference (see for example 

discussion in Kangas & Ritakallio 2007). In the case of adolescents’ social life, where much 

centres on the school, it is a reasonable assumption that the consumption level of peers in the 

same age group and their families is a more important reference point (cf. Bernburg et al. 

2009). 

A final issue is the question of causality. That poorer children tend to have poorer social 

relations does not suffice to argue that the lack of economic resources is the culprit. Poverty 

and low income is often associated with other household characteristics which could also have 

an impact on adolescents’ friendship relations (leading to a spurious correlation). Failure to 

take these characteristics into account could lead us to erroneous conclusions. For instance, 

most of the cited studies control for family structure (one-parent households) and immigration 

background. These are the two most important predictors of growing up in a low-income 

household in Sweden (Mood & Jonsson 2014). But if children of immigrants have fewer 

school class friends the cause might be cultural differences or ethnic discrimination rather 

than low income. Similarly, one-parent households tend to have a lower household income 

but differences in the number of friendships could be caused by differences in traits or 

behaviours of children (e.g., anxiousness) that could be created by the absence of a parent or 

the life situation (parental conflict, stress, lack of time) in which they live. Similar effects can 

be expected for parental education, unemployment and parental health. Controlling for these 

                                                 
6 Note that Bolger et al. (1995) measured sociometric popularity which is a different measure (using both 

negative and positive nominations) from the measure used here. 
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variables makes it unlikely that they will impact on the results, but there is of course still a 

risk that other unobserved characteristics lie behind any observed association. 

In summary then, previous research is compatible with the notion that economic resources 

affects school class social relations of adolescents, but there are several limitations. Firstly, 

household resources are often expressed in relation to the national level but it is likely that the 

social consequences of economic resources depend more on how the household income 

relates to more immediate reference groups, especially among teenagers. Secondly, subjective 

measures of social relations are often used, even when objective would be preferred and, 

thirdly, the causal status of the observed relations is unclear. The present thesis will contribute 

to the field by using local (school) economic reference points, objective measures of social 

relations and an extensive set of control variables. While not solving the problem of causality, 

the thesis can rule out several confounding factors. The following three hypotheses will be 

tested:  

Hypothesis 1: Student’s number of friends in the school class will be lower for those with less 

economic resources. 

Hypothesis 2: Students with less economic resources will have a higher risk of social isolation 

in the school class. 

Hypothesis 3: Both household disposable income and students own economic resources will 

have an independent association with school class social relations. 
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Method 

Data 

To explore the link between economic resources and social relations we utilize the Swedish 

part of the first wave from the survey YES! (Youth in Europe Study), a part of the CILS4EU-

project. 7 The questionnaire is highly suitable for our purposes in that it is generalizable to 

Swedish eighth graders (about age 14), includes student reported data on social relations 

(based on sociometric nominations), living conditions and own economic resources, as well as 

reliable register data on students, parents and households. 

The Swedish national sample in Wave 1 consists of 5834 students from 251 school classes in 

129 schools and was collected by Statistics Sweden in schools during the fall of 2010 and 

spring of 2011. Parents answered separate questionnaires via mail during the same period.8 

The thesis primarily uses data reported by the students and data collected from administrative 

registers. 

Since the aim of the CILS4EU survey was to collect information on integration, schools with 

a larger proportion of students with an immigrant background were oversampled. This 

sampling procedure is non-random and survey weights thus need to be used when analysing 

the data. 

  

                                                 
7 CILS4EU (www.cils4.eu) is an abbreviation for “Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study in Four 

European Countries”, which is performed in England, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden and funded 

by the NORFACE-program (New Opportunities for Research Funding Agency Co-operation in Europe). The 

data are available at GESIS (www.gesis.org). 

8 Due to a low response rate (59 %) the parental survey is only used to complement missing student or 

register data. 
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Ethical issues with sociometric data 

Using sociometric data poses some additional ethical questions, a part from the usual 

demands on information, confidentiality and consent (Vetenskapsrådet 2002). Firstly, some 

ethical concerns stem directly from the way data is collected. While students may decline to 

participate, they are still eligible to be nominated by participating students. This could be seen 

as an ethical problem. But arguably, the perception of friendship a person holds toward 

another does not belong to the person nominated as much as to the person giving it (cf. 

Borgatti & Molina 2005). Secondly, it is possible that the sociometric survey in itself could 

create a heightened awareness of hierarchies or negative sentiments and thus produce or 

increase negative behaviour in the school class. A handful of studies (Bell-Dolan et al. 1989; 

Bell-Dolan et al. 1992; Hayvren & Hymel 1984; Iverson et al. 1997; Mayeux et al. 2007) have 

studied the effect on classes participating in sociometric surveys. While small in numbers and 

in scale, none of the cited studies have found negative behavioural effects on children in 

participating classes. The potential gains from sociometric data, collected in a confidential 

and sensitive manner, should thus outweigh potential risks to individual children (cf. Cillessen 

2011:88). 

Measuring the household 

Since information on the household collected from register data plays a central role in this 

thesis, a discussion is warranted on how the household measure has been created and on what 

consequences this has. Variables referring to the student´s household situation have been 

based on the household(s) of residence, as reported by the student. For instance, if a student 

has reported to live with only his/her mother, the student has been connected to register data 

on the mother and on her household but not to information on the father and his household.  

A consequence of this is that a number of observations (n=118), for which we cannot access 

register data on the household of residence, are lost from the analyses. These are students who 

do not live with a biological or adoptive parent (lives with relatives, in foster care etcetera) 

and students who did not respond to the survey questions used to make this assessment. A 

second problem is that for reconstituted families in which the biological parent and their new 

partner are not married (or have a mutual child) the register income data we have access to 

refer to the biological parent only. Despite the reported problems, using student reported 
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households is preferable to the alternative as this would connect the child to data on both 

parents, regardless of the actual living arrangement. 

Unit non-response and excluded students 

A total of 809 students were either absent (674 students) or had left the class (135 students) at 

the time of the survey. Since they did not participate, they are excluded from the sample.9 In 

addition, 26 observations that (after inspection) were deemed as unreliable are removed from 

the data together with the sociometric nominations that they gave.10 

Since sociometric data is created by letting all persons in a group report on their sentiments 

and relations to other persons in that group (Cillessen 2011) it is vulnerable to item and unit 

non-response. For this reason 33 classes (590 additional students) in which less than 75 % of 

the students participated in the sociometric part of the survey are removed. A non-response 

rate lower than about this level has been suggested as a possible problem for the internal 

reliability of peer nomination measures (Crick & Ladd 1989; Marks et al. 2013; Gifford-

Smith & Brownell 2003). 

Finally, as discussed in the previous section, an additional 118 students who were not living 

with their biological or adoptive parents, or who were un-connectable to a parental household 

are removed. This leaves 218 school classes including 4291 students (73.6 % of the original 

sample) available for analyses. 

If the non-participating and excluded student are systematically different from participating 

students in regards to both social relations and economic resources our estimates could 

potentially be biased. A non-response analysis (see Appendix 1) show that non-respondents 

and excluded students have received less friendship nominations and are more likely to be 

friendless. There are however no indications that removed students are worse of 

economically. Unfortunately we cannot know whether this is also the case for the non-

responding adolescents, as register data is not available. 

                                                 
9 Removal is done after the creation of sociometric variables since non-respondents can eligibly receive 

nominations from other students and thus impact on the average level of received friendship nominations 

within classes. 

10 Sociometric nominations made by these students are removed before the tallying of nominations. 

Removal of the unreliable students is however done at a later stage (see note 9). 
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Variables 

Dependent variables 

Received friendship nominations is measured as the number of received sociometric 

friendship nominations, relative to the school class mean. The relative measure is used since 

our interest is in the effect of economic resources on social relations within the school class.11 

Sociometric nominations are gathered from two separate questions: Who is your very best 

friend in class? (Vem är din allra bästa vän i klassen?), and: Who are your best friends in 

class? (Vilka är dina bästa vänner i klassen?). Nominations are treated as being of equal value 

and duplicate nominations are removed. Students can thus receive a maximum of one 

nomination from each class mate. Each student can nominate between zero and six students as 

friends.12  

Students are coded as socially isolated if they have received no friendship nomination on any 

of the two questions. 

Independent variables 

Relative household income is measured as the disposable income (the income from labour, 

capital and social benefits available to the household after taxes have been paid),13 relative to 

the mean household income of the participating children from the same school.14  

                                                 
11 Were we instead to use the raw number of received nominations our estimates would include the effect 

of differences between schools and school classes in for example the size of the class or nomination 

propensities. 

12 Students vary in their interpretation of the relation between the two questions: Some students have 

interpreted the maximum number of possible nominations to be five (including the very best friend also in 

the five best friends question) while others have used all six possible nominations.  

13 For students living in more than one household on regular basis we use the mean income of these two 

households. 

14 For obvious reasons, the household disposable income of non-responding and non-connectable students 

is not included in the creation of this measure. This could affect the school mean. If the omitted students 

have a lower household disposable income (which we unfortunately cannot know) the observed school 

mean would be higher than what is actually the case. This would be unfortunate since it would affect the 

relative income measure, making low incomes appear further from the school mean and high incomes to 

appear closer to the mean than is actually the case. This could potentially lead to a biased estimation, but 

one that is unlikely to be of any large degree. 
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In order to account for non-linearity, the variable is split into quintiles of relative income and 

the lowest income quintile is used as the reference category. 

Some important aspects of this measure need to be understood. Previous research commonly 

analyses social relations of adolescents in households categorized as poor in relation to some 

absolute standard or to the national income level. Since adolescents are likely to relate to 

peers’ economic resources, which will vary between schools, this thesis looks at the effect of 

having more or less household economic resources than peers in the school. Students in the 

lowest income quintile are thus those who have the lowest income as compared to the school 

income level, not those who have the lowest absolute household income in the sample. 

The variable is created as follows: Information is collected from taxation register data and 

measured in units of 10 000 SEK. Negative and null values are coded as missing, the variable 

is top-coded (income above the value of three standard deviations from the sample mean have 

been recoded to that value) in order to remove the impact of outliers.15 The household income 

is centred on the school-mean and, as a final step, divided into five equally large groups 

sorted on the relative household income. 

While register data provide a reliable measure of household disposable income; the measure 

does not include the wealth or the material resources of the household.16 For reconstituted 

households we might also, as discussed above, underestimate the household income. In other 

words, the measure of household income is unlikely to fully capture the economic situation of 

the household and therefore other parental variables included in the models may capture some 

of the variation in household economic resources. 

Not being able to afford to participate in activities undertaken by class mates can make it 

harder to sustain or develop friendship relations. The variable miss out on activities was 

created based on the question: How often do you miss out on activities your friends do 

because you can’t afford it?, students who answered  that they always or often miss out on 

activities are coded as “yes” while children answering sometimes or never are coded as “no”. 

Not missing out on activities are treated as the reference category. 

                                                 
15 Since quintiles are used, the top-coding of the income variable has no effect on our estimations. 

However, some analyses have been done using metric data and the description is therefore included. 

16 Neither does it measure resources per individual in the household. Equivalized measures try to account 

for this, but these are not available for the dataset at this time. A sufficient approximation has not been 

possible to create based on survey data. 
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Similarly, not having an own room can make it less attractive to bring home friends and thus 

harder to socialise with class mates after school. Having an own room is indicated as “yes” or 

“no”. The information is self-reported and the question refers to the primary household of 

residence. Having an own room is the reference category. 

Students own material resources is measured as an index (0-4) where having one’s own 

computer, TV, smartphone and a gaming console in the household each provides a score of 

one. The number of owned material resources is likely to be associated with the more general 

consumption level of the student. Material resources can signal belonging, serve as a base for 

status or make the student more attractive to spend time with. Material resources can also be 

necessary for participation in parts of the school class social life. For instance, having a 

computer or a smartphone is a prerequisite if after school communication or activities take 

place via online communication or computer games. 

Not having direct access to some amount of money can restrict the possible consumption and 

make it harder to join in on spontaneously organized activities. Having a cash margin is self-

reported and based on the survey question: If you suddenly needed 300 SEK by tomorrow, 

would you be able to get it? Answering no or maybe is coded as not having a cash margin and 

answering yes indicates having a cash margin. Students with a cash margin are treated as the 

reference category. 

The student’s own reports on family structure is used to separate between children living in 

nuclear family households (children living with both their biological parents or with two 

adoptive parents) and in non-nuclear family constellations. In the case of child non-response, 

the variable is complemented with information from the parental survey. 

Household education level is measured as the highest level of education, according to register 

data, of the biological parent(s) with whom the student lives regularly. Education is 

categorized as parents having at most a junior high school degree (högstadieexamen), a senior 

high school degree (gymnasieexamen) or a university degree (högskoleexamen), where a 

senior high school degree is the reference value. 
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Student immigration background is assessed from self-reported data (complemented with 

information from the parental survey).17 Students are coded as native (the child of at least one 

Swedish born parent or living with two adoptive parents), second generation immigrant (born 

in Sweden to foreign born parents) or first generation immigrant (born abroad to foreign born 

parents). 

Parental receipt of disability pension indicates if any of the biological parents in a household 

that the child regularly lives has received disability pension during the year. Disability 

pension is only given to people with a permanent decrease in working capacity due to 

sickness, injury or disability. Information comes from register data. 

Parental unemployment is measured as at least one biological parent in a household of student 

residence being currently unemployed, as reported by the student. For 107 students, who did 

not answer the survey question, the variable is based on register data on biological and 

adoptive parents. For these students, having at least one parent that has been unemployed for 

more than half of the year is coded as currently having an unemployed parent. 

Newly immigrated is a dummy variable included in all models. It indicates if the student has 

moved to Sweden during the last two years and is based on register data. This variable is 

intended to capture the variation stemming from not having been in the school for long as 

well as other aspects of the rather special situation of newly immigrated adolescents (for 

example language and cultural barriers). 

  

                                                 
17 For a small number of students (n=68) the immigration background is imputed, based on the reported 

background of the grandparents. 
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Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 describes the sample after omission of non-respondents and excluded students (see 

section about unit-non-response and excluded students above). Missing observations refer to 

item non-response on specific survey questions and not to the previously excluded students. 

Adolescents in our sample have on average received a little over three (3.37) friendship 

nominations. As the normal number of received friendship nominations can vary over classes, 

the relative measure is of more interest than the absolute number of received nominations. 

That this mean is not zero (but 0.19) is due to school class means being created before the 

exclusion of non-respondents (see note 9).  

Considering the possibly detrimental effects of social isolation, it is heartening that over 94 % 

of the 4291 students in the sample have received at least one friendship nomination. Still, 244 

students (almost 6 percent) in the sample are socially isolated in their school classes. 

The average household disposable income is 485 000 SEK. Similar to the number of received 

nominations, our interest lies more in the relative household disposable income since our 

economic reference point is the average income in the school. The mean of the sample is here 

negative 908 SEK. That this measure is not zero could be an effect of having excluded 

students since the creation of the school mean.  

Concerning the adolescents own economic situation we can observe that most students seem 

to enjoy a rather high economic standard. Most of the responding students own three or more 

of the listed material resources, most have an own room, most do not miss out on activities 

with friends and most can access 300 SEK by tomorrow. However, roughly 6 % of the sample 

does often or always miss out on activities because they lack the necessary economic 

resources. 13 % do not have an own room and nearly 30 % of the sample do not have, or are 

unsure whether they would have, a cash margin if needed. Most of these students have 

answered that they do not know if they can access 300 SEK by tomorrow, only about 6 % 

have answered with the more definite no. 
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Dependent variables Freq. (%)   Mean (Std. Dev.) Min, Max 
     Received friendship nominations 4291 (100%)  3.37 (1.94) Min: 0, Max: 13 
Received friendship nominations, 
relative 4291 (100%)  0.19 (1.86) Min: -4.74, Max: 8.75 

Missing 0 (0 %)    
      
Socially isolated     
Not socially isolated 4047 (94.3%)    Socially isolated 244 (5.69%)    Missing 0 (0%)    
          
Independent variables Freq. (%)  Mean (Std. Dev.) Min, Max 
      
Household disposable income 4237 (98.74%)  485 000 (278 100) Min: .01, Max: 2 006 824 

Relative household disposable income 4237 (98.74%)  -908 (245 550) Min: -970 116, Max: 1 508 718 
Quintile 1 (ref.) 847 (19.74%)    Quintile 2 860 (20.04%)    Quintile 3 854 (19.9%)    Quintile 4 834 (19.44%)    Quintile 5 842 (19.62%)    Missing 54 (1.26%)    
          
Adolescents own economic situation Freq. (%)  Control variables Freq. (%) 
     Own material resources   

 
Family structure  

0 126 (2.94%)  Nuclear family structure (ref.) 2917 (67.98%) 
1 465 (10.84%)  Non-nuclear family structure 1374 (32.02%) 
2 980 (22.84%)  Missing 0 (0 %) 
3 1320 (30.76%)    4 788 (18.36%)  Household education level  Missing 612 (14.26%)  Junior high school degree 420 (9.79%) 

   Senior high school degree (ref.) 1972 (45.96%) 

   University degree 1849 (43.09%) 
   Missing 50 (1.17%) 
     Miss out on activities   Immigration background  No (ref.) 3561 (82.99%)  Native (ref.) 2890 (67.35%) 
Yes 262 (6.11%)  Second generation 904 (21.07%) 
Missing 468 (10.91%)  First generation 497 (11.58%) 
   Missing 0 (0 %) 
     Cash margin   Parental receipt of disability pension 
Yes (ref.) 2582 (60.17%)  No (ref.) 3896 (90.79%) 
No 1228 (28.62%)  Yes 395 (9.21%) 
Missing 481 (11.21%)  Missing 0 (0 %) 
     Own room   Parental unemployment  No 556 (12.96%)  No (ref.) 3433 (80%) 
Yes (ref.) 3169 (73.85%)  Yes 831 (19.37%) 
Missing 566 (13.19%)  Missing 27 (0.63%) 
     

 
  

 
Newly immigrated  

   No (ref.) 4234 (98.67 %) 

   Yes 57 (1.33 %) 

 
  Missing 0 (0 %) 

 
Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the sample after omission of non-respondents and excluded students. Un-weighted 

data. Missing refers to item non-response. 
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Item non-response 

The table of descriptive statistics makes it evident that we lack information for some 

respondents. This is a rather small problem when it comes to information on family- and 

household characteristics, but for student reported data on own economic resources it is more 

problematic. Including student reported measures of own economic resources in our models 

decreases the sample with an additional 628 students who did not answer one or more of the 

questions on own economic resources. In addition to reducing our sample the item non-

response could bias our estimates if the association between economic resources and the 

social outcomes differs between respondents and non-respondents. 

Table 2 shows that the item non-response is non-random. Compared to responding students, 

non-respondents are more likely to be friendless and have on average received fewer 

friendship nominations. Non-respondents also come from households with a smaller 

disposable income.  

 Respondents Non-respondents Difference 
 
Received friendship nominations 3.41 3.21 - 0.200 

 
Received friendship nominations (rel.) 0.230 0.046 - 0.184 

 
Socially isolated 4.64 % 10.67 % 6.03 pp 

    
Household income 495 906 SEK 428 110 SEK - 67 796 SEK 
 
Household income  
(relative to school mean) 

4 045 SEK - 29 080 SEK - 33 125 SEK 

Table 2. Received friendship nominations and household income among respondent and non-respondents. 

Significant differences (p<0.05) in bold.  

Looking at the differences in received friendship nominations relative to the school class 

mean within quintiles of relative income underlines the non-randomness of the sample. As 

can be seen in Table 3, respondents in quintile one, two and three have received substantially 

more nominations than non-respondents in the same relative income quintile. On the other 

hand, this pattern is not evident in quintile four, where the difference is much smaller, and 

quintile five where the difference is positive. 
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 Respondents Non-respondents Difference 
 
Relative household income quintile 1 
 

 
-0.018 

 
-0.356 

 
-0.338 

Relative household income quintile 2 
 

0.111 -0.051 -0.162 

Relative household income quintile 3 
 

0.370 0.053 -0.317 

Relative household income quintile 4 
 

0.322 0.303 -0.019 

Relative household income quintile 5 0.357 0.430 0.073 
Table 3. Received friendship nominations relative to the school class average for respondents and non-

respondents within relative income quintiles. 

Thus, students who did not respond to at least one of the questions on own economic 

situation, in general, tend to have received less friendship nominations and are more likely to 

be socially isolated. In addition, non-respondents tend to live in households with a lower 

disposable income. This pattern is more evident in the three lowest income quintiles than in 

the two highest. The relationship between economic resources and the received number of 

friendship relations and the probability of being socially isolated are thus likely to be 

downwards biased. 

Analytical strategy 

The effect of economic resources on the number of received friendship nominations 

(Hypothesis 1) is estimated using ordinary least squares regression (OLS-regression). 

Hypothesis 2 tests whether less economic resources increases the probability of being socially 

isolated in the school class. Since this is a binary outcome we turn to logistic regression. As 

opposed to OLS-regression, logistic regression models are non-linear and non-additive. What 

is estimated is the linear change in the logarithm of the odds for some binary outcome to 

occur. A predicted effect size thus depends on the values of all other variables included in the 

model. Interpreting the estimated coefficients is far more difficult than interpreting estimates 

from OLS-regressions. A common practice is to interpret estimates in the form of odds-ratios, 

which is the percentage change in odds associated with a one unit change in the independent 

variable. However, Mood (2010) shows that odds-ratios are affected by omitted variables 

related to the dependent variable (i.e. unobserved heterogeneity), even if these are unrelated to 

the independent variables in the model. A consequence of this is that odds ratios should not be 

compared over models, samples or time points. Instead, the average marginal effects (AME) 
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are presented. The AME is the average predicted change in the probability of the outcome 

associated with a one unit change in the independent variable. Apart from being comparable 

across models and groups, this is also an intuitive and meaningful measure of effect size. 

To account for the non-random sampling method, analyses are performed using the official 

weights provided by the CILS4EU project (CILS4EU 2014). Reported standard errors are 

heteroskedasticity robust and clustered on the school class. While different regression 

methods are used to address hypotheses one and two, the included variables are identical in 

both cases. All models include a control variable indicating if the student has migrated to 

Sweden within the two preceding years. 

Since using survey information on the adolescents’ own economic resources means losing an 

additional 628 students (see section about item non-response above) the analysis is carried out 

in two steps. Step one uses the full sample and independent variables on the household level. 

Step two uses the restricted sample and, in addition to information on the household, adds 

measures of the adolescents’ own economic resources. Step one begins with examining the 

bivariate relationship between household disposable income and social relations (Model 1). 

Model 2 then adds control variables on the household and family situation of the teenager. 

Step two starts by repeating the two initial models, now using the restricted instead of the full 

sample (Model 3 and Model 4). Model 5 then looks at the relationship between social 

relations and the students’ own economic resources. Model 6 add control variables on the 

household level. Finally, Model 7 reintroduces household disposable income to discern if 

students’ own economic resources matters when household income are controlled for, and 

vice versa. 
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Results 

Number of friends in the school class 

Regression analyses regarding the association between economic resources and number of 

friends in the school class are presented in Table 4.  

Starting with Model 1, using the full sample, we can first observe that there is practically no 

difference in the number of received friendship nominations between the lowest relative 

disposable income quintile (which is the reference category) and the second income quintile. 

However, students in the three highest income quintiles have received substantially more 

friendship nominations than students in the lower quintiles. The largest effect is observed for 

students in the third highest relative household income quintile which have received 0.326 

more friendship nominations than their peers in the lowest quintile. Slightly smaller effects, 

but comparable in degree (the difference between students in quintile three and students in the 

higher quintiles are not statistically significant) are observed for students in the two highest 

quintiles. In other words, having a lower household income, relative to others in the same 

school, is in this initial bivariate model associated to a lower number of received friendship 

nominations. 

In Model 2, in which we add control variables for household and family characteristics, the 

difference between students in the lower income quintiles and students in the higher income 

quintiles are somewhat reduced, but the general pattern observed in Model 1, remains. In 

other words, belonging to a household with a low household income relative to the school 

mean continues to be associated with having received less friendship nominations than others 

in the same class. The effect for the highest quintile is no longer statistically significant, but 

the positive association remains substantial (0.215). 18 In regards to the included control 

variables, having a sick or disabled parent is associated with having received 0.267 less 

friendship nominations; the effect is statistically significant (p < 0.05). Children of parents 

with a junior high school diploma or less have received 0.139 less friendship nominations 

than those with a senior high school diploma and a negative effect (-0.128) can also be 

                                                 
18 Models have been tested with relative household income specified as a linear term instead of quintiles, 

and the income effect in these models was small and only statistically significant in the first model. 
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observed for first generation immigrants, meaning that they receive on average less 

nominations than native children. This does not hold for second generation immigrants, who 

instead tend to get somewhat more nominations (0.169) than children coded as native. The 

effect of parental education and immigration background are, however, not statistically 

significant on conventional levels. Practically no effects are observed for family structure or 

for having a currently unemployed parent. 

In Model 3, we turn to models using the restricted sample. Compared to Model 1, which 

includes the same variables but uses the full sample, we can observe a reduction in effect size 

for students in all of the three higher quintiles, and the differences in nominations between 

students in the two highest quintiles and the lowest quintile are no longer statistically 

significant. The coefficient for quintile three is reduced from 0.326 to 0.318, quintile four is 

reduced from 0.270 to 0.187 (no longer statistically significant) and quintile five is reduced 

from 0.272 to 0.214 (no longer statistically significant). The smaller coefficients are an 

indication of what we already know from the non-response analyses; the reduction in sample 

size is not random. To be more specific, non-responding students in quintile one, two and 

three tended to have received substantially less friendship nominations than students in the 

same quintile who answered all of the used questions. This was not the case for missing 

students in quintile four and five. When we compare the two highest quintiles to quintile one 

(in which the mean number of received nominations are now higher) the effect sizes are 

reduced since the differences between the income quintiles are now smaller. 

The differences between Model 2 and Model 4 follow the pattern observed between Model 1 

and Model 3; the positive effect of household income is now smaller. Only the coefficient for 

the third income quintile is statistically significantly different from the first income quintile 

but we should once again note that the estimated effects in the restricted sample are likely to 

be conservative. Hence the effect size estimated in Model 2 is probably a better estimate. That 

the restricted sample is most likely downwardly biased is something worth keeping in mind 

when we now turn to the effects of adolescents own economic resources. 
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 FULL FULL REST. REST. REST. REST. REST. 

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

        Household income (ref. quintile 1)        
Household income quintile 2 0.005 -0.000 -0.016 -0.030 

  
-0.037 

 
(0.110) (0.114) (0.118) (0.121) 

  
(0.122) 

Household income quintile 3 0.326** 0.297** 0.318** 0.274* 
  

0.271* 

 
(0.105) (0.111) (0.108) (0.116) 

  
(0.115) 

Household income quintile 4 0.270* 0.227* 0.187 0.122 
  

0.117 

 
(0.106) (0.112) (0.116) (0.123) 

  
(0.123) 

Household income quintile 5 0.272* 0.215 0.214 0.132 
  

0.118 

 
(0.118) (0.125) (0.120) (0.130) 

  
(0.131) 

Family structure (ref. nuclear)        
Non-nuclear family structure 

 
0.011 

 
-0.026 

 
-0.085 -0.011 

  
(0.088) 

 
(0.091) 

 
(0.081) (0.089) 

Parental education (ref. senior high school)        
Junior high school degree 

 
-0.139 

 
-0.150 

 
-0.137 -0.132 

  
(0.137) 

 
(0.140) 

 
(0.140) (0.142) 

University degree 
 

0.057 
 

0.071 
 

0.061 0.064 

  
(0.084) 

 
(0.089) 

 
(0.087) (0.089) 

Immigration background (ref. native)        
Second generation immigrant 

 
0.169 

 
0.058 

 
0.117 0.128 

  
(0.105) 

 
(0.109) 

 
(0.119) (0.117) 

First generation immigrant 
 

-0.128 
 

-0.068 
 

0.060 0.059 

  
(0.137) 

 
(0.155) 

 
(0.167) (0.167) 

Parental receipt of disability pension (ref. no)        
Parental receipt of disability pension 

 
-0.267* 

 
-0.244 

 
-0.230 -0.215 

  
(0.129) 

 
(0.134) 

 
(0.133) (0.134) 

Parental unemployment (ref. no)        
Parental unemployment 

 
-0.042 

 
-0.049 

 
-0.056 -0.021 

  
(0.114) 

 
(0.117) 

 
(0.115) (0.114) 

Missing out on activities (ref. no)        
Miss out on activities 

    
-0.382* -0.355* -0.352* 

     
(0.174) (0.175) (0.175) 

No own room (ref. has room)        
No own room 

    
-0.346** -0.340** -0.333** 

     
(0.110) (0.127) (0.128) 

Number of own material resources        
Own material resources 

    
0.020 0.024 0.026 

     
(0.047) (0.047) (0.047) 

Cash margin (ref. has cash margin)        
No cash margin 

    
-0.119 -0.092 -0.098 

     
(0.078) (0.079) (0.078) 

Controlling for newly immigrated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
 
Constant 0.026 0.047 0.089 0.137 0.269* 0.262* 0.135 

 
(0.066) (0.101) (0.069) (0.109) (0.121) (0.124) (0.153) 

        Observations 4,182 4,182 3,554 3,554 3,554 3,554 3,554 
R-squared 0.013 0.017 0.010 0.013 0.012 0.016 0.019 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 

      
 

** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
       Table 4. Regression of number of received friendship nominations on economic resources and control variables. 
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Model 5 estimates the association between a number of measures of the adolescents own 

economic resources and the number of friendship relations in the school class. While the 

effect of the adolescents’ own material resources is practically zero (0.020) and the effect of 

having an own cash margin is negative (-0.119) but not statistically significant, two variables 

show substantial and statistically significant effects. Students that, according to themselves, 

always or often miss out on activities with friends because of a lack of economic resources 

have, on average, received 0.382 less friendship nominations. An effect of similar magnitude 

(-0.346) which is highly statistically significant (p < 0.01) is found for not having an own 

room. 

No drastic changes occur when control variables for household characteristics are added in 

Model 6. Negative effects can be observed for low parental education (-0.137) and parental 

receipt of sickness pension (-0.230) while a positive coefficient can be observed for second 

generation immigrants (0.117). However, none of the family characteristics show a 

statistically significant effect in this model. 

Finally, Model 7 adds household disposable income to discern if there are independent effects 

of household disposable income and of adolescents own economic situation on the number of 

received friendship nominations. Reintroducing household income only slightly alter the 

effects of adolescents’ own economic situation as compared to Model 6. Similarly, the small 

decrease observed for the effects of the income quintiles between Model 4 and Model 7 shows 

that the effect of household income is not mediated by the adolescents’ own economic 

situation. 

In summary, an association between household disposable income and the number of school 

class friendship relations can be observed. Students in the two lowest income quintiles have 

received less friendship nominations than students in the three higher income quintiles. Using 

the restricted sample, and thus losing 628 students among which the association is likely to 

have been stronger, reduces the effect sizes and only students in the third income quintile 

have a statistically significantly higher number of friendship nominations than those in the 

lowest income quintile. Substantial and statistically significant effects are found for not 

having an own room and for missing out on activities with friends due to a lack of economic 

resources. While in the expected direction, the negative effect of lacking a cash margin is 

small and statistically non-significant. No effect is observed for the number of own material 

resources. The effects of household income and of adolescents own economic resources on 

the number of received friendship nominations appear to be largely independent. 
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Social isolation 

We now turn to Hypothesis 2 and look at the probability of being socially isolated in the 

school class (see Table 5). While we are utilizing logistic regression instead of OLS-

regression, the analytical strategy is the same. Important to note is that a negative effect here 

signifies a decrease in the probability of being socially isolated in the school class. 

Model 1, using the full sample, describes the relationship between household disposable 

income and the average probability of being friendless. As compared with the lowest relative 

household disposable income, the second quintile shows a small but positive effect, meaning 

that students in quintile two are more likely to be socially isolated in the school class than 

students in quintile one (but not statistically significantly so). In contrast, the three highest 

income quintiles show negative effects. The largest effect is observed for students in quintile 

four whose probability of not having been nominated by anyone is 3.8 percentage points 

lower than for students in quintile one. The corresponding decrease for the fifth quintile is 2 

percentage points while students in the third quintile have 1.4 percentage points lower 

probability than students in the lowest quintile to experience social isolation. However, only 

the effect for quintile four is large enough to be (highly) statistically significantly different 

from quintile one.  

Controlling for household characteristics in Model 2 only marginally affects the estimates of 

household disposable income quintiles. According to this model, first generation immigrants 

are 2.5 percentage points more likely to experience social isolation. A positive effect (1.4 

percentage points) is also observed for children whose parents are currently unemployed. 

Children of parents with a university degree are 1.1 percentage points less likely to be socially 

isolated in the school class. As opposed to the models of the number of received friendship 

nominations, we do not observe a substantial effect of having a parent receiving disability 

pension. None of the control variables have effects that are statistically significant on 

conventional levels.  
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 FULL FULL REST. REST. REST. REST. REST. 

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 

Household income (ref. quintile 1) 
       Household income quintile 2 0.010 0.007 -0.002 -0.003   -0.001 

 
(0.015) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) 

  
(0.014) 

Household income quintile 3 -0.014 -0.015 -0.013 -0.013 
  

-0.012 

 
(0.015) (0.015) (0.014) (0.014) 

  
(0.014) 

Household income quintile 4 -0.038** -0.037** -0.030* -0.029* 
  

-0.028* 

 
(0.013) (0.012) (0.012) (0.012) 

  
(0.012) 

Household income quintile 5 -0.020 -0.018 -0.012 -0.008 
  

-0.007 

 
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.016) 

  
(0.016) 

Family structure (ref. nuclear) 
       Non-nuclear family structure  -0.008  -0.006  -0.001 -0.007 

  
(0.011) 

 
(0.010) 

 
(0.010) (0.010) 

Parental education (ref. senior high school) 
       Junior high school degree  -0.008  -0.005  -0.008 -0.008 

  
(0.016) 

 
(0.017) 

 
(0.017) (0.017) 

University degree 
 

-0.011 
 

-0.012 
 

-0.012 -0.012 

  
(0.009) 

 
(0.010) 

 
(0.010) (0.010) 

Immigration background (ref. native) 
       Second generation immigrant  -0.003  0.003  -0.000 -0.001 

  
(0.013) 

 
(0.013) 

 
(0.014) (0.013) 

First generation immigrant 
 

0.025 
 

0.015 
 

0.006 0.005 

  
(0.020) 

 
(0.022) 

 
(0.021) (0.021) 

Parental receipt of disability pension (ref. no) 
       Parental receipt of disability pension  0.004  0.009  0.008 0.007 

  
(0.016) 

 
(0.017) 

 
(0.016) (0.016) 

Parental unemployment (ref. no) 
       Parental unemployment  0.014  0.009  0.012 0.008 

  
(0.015) 

 
(0.014) 

 
(0.015) (0.014) 

Missing out on activities (ref. no) 
       Miss out on activities     0.040** 0.040** 0.040** 

     
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) 

No own room (ref. has own room) 
       No own room     0.029 0.023 0.023 

     
(0.018) (0.019) (0.019) 

Number of own material resources 
       Number of own material resources     0.001 0.001 0.001 

     
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) 

Cash margin (ref. has cash margin) 
       No cash margin     0.002 0.001 0.001 

     
(0.009) (0.008) (0.008) 

Controlling for newly immigrated Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

        Observations 4,182 4,182 3,554 3,554 3,554 3,554 3,554 
Standard errors in parentheses 

       ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
       Table 5, average marginal effects from logistic regression estimation of the association between economic resources and 

the risk of social isolation in the school class. 

 



 

 

 

26 

As we would expect from the discussion in the previous analyses, the effect of household 

disposable income in Model 1 and Model 2 decreases when we use the same variables but the 

reduced sample in Model 3 and Model 4. The higher estimated probability of social isolation 

for first generation immigrants’ also decreases substantially using the restricted sample. As 

compared to Model 3, the effect of household income decreases only slightly when we control 

for household characteristics in Model 4. It bears repeating that if our interest lies in the effect 

of relative household disposable income, Model 1 and Model 2 provides a less biased 

estimation than models using the restricted sample. 

Only looking at the effect of the students own economic situation (Model 5) we can observe 

that the effect of missing activities because of a lack of economic resources is highly 

statistically significant and associated with a 4 percentage point increase in the probability of 

being friendless in the school class. This is a large and substantial effect considering that the 

average probability of being friendless is 5.7 percent. An increase in the probability of social 

isolation, though not statistically significant, is also found for adolescents not having an own 

room. No effect is observed for the number of own material resources or of having an own 

cash margin. The effect of missing out on activities is slightly reduced in Model 6, but 

remains highly statistically significant. A somewhat larger reduction can be observed for not 

having an own room (from 2.9 to 2.3 percentage points). 

In Model 7, we can see that the association between parental income and child nominations is 

largely independent of the child’s own economic conditions, the income coefficients being 

only slightly smaller than in Model 4. In addition, the stability of the coefficients measuring 

the adolescents own economic situation between models 6 and 7 indicates that the fact that 

those who miss activities or lack an own room more often are socially isolated is not 

accounted for by their parents having lower incomes. 

In summary, a frequent inability to participate in activities with friends due to a lack of 

economic resources substantially increases the probability of not having received any 

friendship nomination. A substantial effect is also found for not having an own room, but the 

effect is not statistically significant on conventional levels. Students in the two lower 

household disposable income quintiles have a higher probability of isolation as compared to 

students in the higher quintiles. However, only for quintile four is the effect statistically 

significantly different from the lowest quintile. Thus, while the pattern of the observed effects 

of relative household disposable income on the probability of social isolation follows the 

hypothesized direction, it is less certain that the effects are not the result of a sampling error. 
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The effect of household income and the effect of the teenagers own economic resources are 

largely independent. 

Summary of results 

In general then, all three hypotheses are supported by the findings, but not unambiguously.  

Students in the two lowest relative household disposable income quintiles have received less 

friendship nominations. Substantial and statistically significant effects are found for some 

measures of the students’ own economic situation, but not for all. The negative effect of 

lacking a cash margin was small and non-significant and no effect was observed for the 

number of student owned material resources. On the other hand, students lacking an own 

room and students frequently missing out on activities due to a lack of economic resources 

have received substantially less friendship nominations. In sum, this leads us to accepting 

Hypothesis 1, but only partially so. 

Partial support is found also for Hypothesis 2. Students in lower income quintiles are more 

likely to be socially isolated than students in the three higher income quintiles. However, only 

the effect for students in income quintile four are statistically significantly different from the 

lowest income quintile. In other words, the probability of being socially isolated is smaller for 

students in higher income quintiles than for students in the lower income quintiles, but our 

certainty in there being an effect is lower for social isolation than it was for the number of 

received friendship nominations. 

Negligible and statistically non-significant effects are found for the number of student owned 

material resources and for not having a cash margin. Students lacking an own room have a 

substantially, but not statistically significantly, higher probability of being socially isolated in 

the school class. A large, substantial and statistically significant increase in the probability of 

being socially isolated in the school class is found for students missing out on activities with 

friends due to a lack of economic resources. 

Lastly, both in analysing the number of friends and in the analyses of the probability of being 

socially isolated, the associations observed for household income and for students´ own 

economic situation is largely independent. This renders support for the third hypothesis. 

  



 

 

 

28 

Discussion 

In this thesis we have addressed the often assumed but rarely examined association between 

economic resources and social relations among children. Our focus has been on adolescents, 

an age group for which relations with peers are likely to be of great importance. To capture 

the economic situation of teenagers, we compared household income to the incomes of school 

peers, and included measures of adolescents’ own economic situation. We used sociometric 

nominations to measure objective rather than self-reported differences in the number of 

school class friends and in the probability of being friendless in the school class. Our results 

indicate that there is an effect of economic resources on school class social relations of 

adolescents, but not unambiguously so. 

Effects on the peer reported friendship relations and social isolation were found for missing 

out on activities due to a lack of economic resources and for lacking an own room. These 

results point towards the importance for adolescents social relations of having the economic 

and material possibilities to participate in the social life and in activities undertaken by peers. 

Previous research (Jonsson & Östberg 2004; Sletten 2010; Mood & Jonsson 2014) has 

consistently found that poor children and adolescents are less likely to participate in organized 

leisure activities. Sletten (2010) separated between structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured activities and found that poor adolescents were particularly less likely to 

participate in organized activities and in semi-structured activities at home or at a friend’s 

house. While the present study cannot separate between types of activities, it strongly 

suggests that participation in activities matters for adolescents’ social relations. 

Students with the lowest relative household disposable income received less friendship 

nominations and were more likely to experience social isolation in the school class. In regards 

to social isolation, the results were less certain, but the pattern of the effects indicated a 

difference between the two lowest and the three highest quintiles. The association between 

household income and adolescents’ social relations was to a large extent independent from the 

measures of students’ own economic situation. This underlines the internal distribution of 

household economic resources and of adolescents’ own economic situation. However, 

because our measure of household income does not include wealth or material resources, is 
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not adjusted by household size, and could be affected by temporary economic slumps, it is 

possible that it underestimates the effect of household economic resources. 

Albeit in the expected direction, the effects of having a cash margin were small and 

statistically non-significant. Only negligible effects were found for the number of student 

owned material resources. This is surprising, given that previous research have found larger 

effects of similarly defined variables on the self-reported number of school class friends 

(Olsson 2007). However, there are differences that to some extent might explain the smaller 

effect sizes. The number of material resources owned by the adolescents’ could be a rather 

dated or imprecise measure. Since the early 2000’s, when the data used in Olsson (2007) was 

collected, the included material resources have become cheaper and more available. The 

symbolic function may nowadays, to a larger extent than previously, be tied to the brand or 

edition. It is of course a possibility that owning a higher number of material goods and having 

direct access to a cash margin has a larger effect on the self-perception of having more friends 

(or vice-versa) than it has on the objective number of friends as measured by peer 

nominations. This is however something that this thesis cannot answer and will have to 

remain for future research to address. Future research should also address aspects of relative 

deprivation on a child level. It is likely that the effect of, for instance, not having a computer 

of sufficient standard could vary with the number of school class peers in the same situation. 

As in all studies using observational data, we need to be cautious in regards to the possibility 

of omitted variable bias (spurious correlations) when interpreting the results. Confounding 

variables not controlled for could still impact on our results. For instance, this could be 

personality traits of parents or stigmatization and discrimination (afflicting both parent and 

child) based on something other than immigration background. While a challenging task, 

future research should strive to further approach a causal estimate of the association. That 

said, in statistically controlling for immigration background, family structure, parental 

disability pension, education and unemployment, this study did account for several potentially 

important confounders. 

The results of this thesis contribute to the field of research in two regards. Firstly, by 

measuring household economic resources relative to the income level in school we 

approached what is likely to be an important economic reference point for children and 

adolescents, and the results are suggestive of an effect.  Looking closer at the relative nature 

of economic resources would be an interesting line of future research: For instance, economic 

segregation between schools could actually have a positive effect on the school class social 
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inclusion of poorer children. On the other end of the spectrum, poor children in high income 

areas may be the most socially vulnerable. 

Secondly, by using peer reported measures of social relations instead of self-reported 

measures we addressed a weakness in previous research. Using self-reported measures there is 

always the possibility of some systematic pattern of over- or underestimation of the number of 

friends. In other words, there is a risk that poorer students tend to underestimate or that richer 

students are inclined to overestimate their number of school class friends. This thesis found an 

association using peer reported measures of social relations. This result goes in line with, and 

speaks in favour also of the validity of previous results using self-reported measures of social 

relations. 

In conclusion, while the results of this thesis are not entirely unambiguous, they do indicate 

that a lack of economic resources negatively affects the social relations of children, at least in 

regards to the school class social relations of adolescents. Results also emphasise the 

importance for future research to look further into the intra-household distribution of 

resources and to take account of adolescents own economic situation. While this study does 

not aim to discern between possible mechanisms, the results indicate that the effect economic 

resources has on children’s possibility of participation in the commonly undertaken activities 

is of particular importance. 
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Appendix 1 – Analyses of non-

respondents and excluded 

students 

As previously described (see section on unit-non-response and excluded students) a number 

of students in the sample were absent (674 students) or no longer part of the school class (135 

students) at the time of the survey. In addition, 26 students were excluded from the sample 

based on giving unreliable responses; 33 classes (590 additional students) were excluded 

based on having a low participation rate in the sociometric part of the survey; and 118 

additional students were excluded since they could not be connected to register data on their 

household of residence. In total, 1543 students were either lost to unit-non-response or 

excluded from the sample. This leaves 4291 students (73.6 % of the original sample) in 218 

classes available for analyses. 

As shown in Table 6, a large proportion (27 %) of the 1543 excluded students has not 

received any friendship nominations. In fact, 63 % of the 660 students in the original sample 

that had not received any friendship nominations have been excluded. To some extent, this is 

to be expected. Students that have left the class are likely not to be nominated by class mates 

if these no longer perceive them as part of the class. Similarly, classes with a low response 

rate are excluded precisely because the probability that a student wrongfully will be classified 

as socially isolated increases with the non-response rate. 

Dropped students have also, on average, received significantly less friendship nominations. 

This is also the case if we exclude those who have not received any friendship nominations 

from the comparison (not shown). The number of received nominations is especially small for 

students who are no longer part of the class but absent students and students in dropped 

classes have also, on average, received significantly fewer nominations. 
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Table 6. Unit non-response and friendship nominations. Sub-groups of non-respondents overlap and are therefore 

compared separately to respondents. Significant difference (p<0.05) to respondents in bold. 

Excluded students thus tend to have received fewer friendship nominations. If the group is 

also systematically different from the other students when it comes to economic resources, 

this could bias our estimations. While this analysis cannot be done for non-respondents, we 

can do it for those removed from the data. As can be seen in Table 7, in regards to household 

disposable income no significant difference could be observed between students in the sample 

and students removed based on belonging to a class with a low response rate. Similarly, no 

statistically significant difference could be observed regarding missing out on activities, 

having an own room or the number of own material resources. However, compared to those in 

the sample, students in classes with a low response rate were statistically significantly less 

likely to lack a cash margin. 

Unreliable students have reported statistically significantly higher levels of own material 

resources and to miss out on activities more often. They are few and excluded from the 

sample based on being unreliable in their answers.  

 

 N 
Mean friendship 

nominations 
Percentage socially isolated 

Respondents 4291 3,4 5,7% 

Non-Respondents (total) 1543 2,1 27,0% 

    

Sub-groups of non-respondents    

Absent 674 1,9 30,4% 

No longer part of school class 135 0,5 71,1% 

Unreliable 26 2,6 19,2% 

Dropped due to low school class response rate 799 2,2 24,3% 

Dropped due to being un-connectable with 

register data 
118 2,68 11,0% 
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Table 7. Unit non-response and economic resources. Sub-groups of non-respondents overlap and are therefore 

compared separately to respondents. The table does not account for differing item non-response rates within the 

sub-groups. Significant (p<0.05) differences to respondents in bold. 

In summary, while non-respondents and excluded students have received less friendship 

nominations and are more likely to be friendless, we have not found indications that those 

excluded from the sample are worse of economically. Unfortunately we cannot know whether 

this is also the case for non-respondents (absent students and students who are no longer part 

of the class). 

 

 N 

Relative 

household 

income 

Missing out 

on activities 

Lack own 

room 

Own 

resources 

Lack cash 

margin 

Respondents 4291 -909 SEK 6.8% 14,9% 2.59 32,2% 

Sub-groups of non-respondents       

Unreliable 26 + 24 754 SEK 33,3% 4.5% 3.43 20,8% 

Dropped due to low school class 

response rate 
799 +4 769 SEK 8,7% 12,8% 2.61 28,7% 

Dropped due to being un-connectable 

with register data 
118 No observations. 8.0% 15.1% 2.61 22.0% 
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