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Abstract

This paper analyses the buffering effect of social support and relationships dur-
ing the transition to unemployment in Germany. I distinguish two possible mech-
anisms. The first assumes that social support and closeness have an overall pos-
itive effect on life satisfaction (social undermining and distance in relationships
– negative effect), and states that the networks respond to the transition to un-
employment by providing more support and closeness, and by decreasing social
undermining and distance. The second mechanism assumes that social support
and closeness have an overall positive effect on life satisfaction, and states that this
effect becomes even more positive during the transitions to unemployment.

I use German Family Panel (pairfam) data, which contain 70 measures of social
support, social undermining, closeness, and distance in relationships. I investi-
gate the relationships with parents, partner, relatives and non-relatives networks,
and estimate the effects separately for men and women, and for people experienc-
ing the transition to unemployment from employment, from schooling, and from
homemaking. I use the statistical method of first difference models, which is con-
ceptually equivalent to fixed-effects models.

The results support both mechanisms, but only for a limited number of support
/ relationship variables. The relationship that provides more support and less con-
flict in response to transition to unemployment is mainly the relationship with the
partner. On the other hand, support and relationship with parents and socializing
networks gain importance during the transition to unemployment.

∗This paper uses data from the German Family Panel pairfam, coordinated by Josef Brüderl, Johannes
Huinink, Bernhard Nauck, and Sabine Walper. Pairfam is funded as long-term project by the German
Research Foundation (DFG).
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1 Introduction

Unemployment hurts, but it may hurt more or less. Some people suffer more than
others, depending on individual characteristics and on social context. This suggests,
that it is possible to decrease the psychological costs of unemployment. A common
policy tool are unemployment benefits. However, the suffering of the unemployed is
stronger than what could be attributed to the loss of income (Brereton et al., 2008,
Helliwell and Putnam, 2004, Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998), which suggests
that other factors are of prime importance.

It is particularly painful to be unemployed in a developed, rich country: in Europe
the unemployed suffer most in Switzerland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Finland
(Mikucka, 2011). Research suggested that the low unemployment rate, and the related
“norm to work”, might play an important role (Clark, 2003, Stutzer and Lalive, 2004).
If this is the main moderating factor, then an attempt to decrease the psychological
costs of unemployment would require undermining the social norm to work, which is
not a conceivable socially desirable strategy.

However, other research suggested that the family ties, and – more broadly – social
support might also shape the outcomes. In European countries with stronger norm of
family support the unemployed suffer less (Mikucka, 2014). However, this conclusion
rests on cross-national comparisons of cross-sectional data. Proper verification of this
hypothesis requires individual-level analysis of longitudinal data. This paper attempts
to provide such a test for Germany.

This paper investigates the social support and relationships as potential modera-
tors of the effect of unemployment on life satisfaction. In other words, I verify the
hypothesis that social support and relationships may have a buffering effect in the con-
text of unemployment. Current analysis examines the support from, and relationships
with: parents, partner, relatives, and non-relatives, and compares the buffering effect
of these (potential) sources of support with the two other potential buffering factors:
household income and unemployment benefit.

The question if social support and relationships in developed and rich countries
may effectively help the unemployed is particularly relevant now, when the unemploy-
ment rates in many of these countries are on the rise. The trend toward state austerity
and reducing welfare provisions makes it even more important. On the one hand, it
is important to understand if in rich developed societies the network of mutual obli-
gations between people is strong enough to have a real protective effect in a difficult
situation. On the other hand, if social support and relationships may act as a buffer,
then support groups might be considered as a potential low-cost welfare tool. Finally,
this analysis may allow identifying groups who are likely to suffer more than others,
and possibly design welfare tools tailored for these groups.

This paper contributes to several streams of research. (1) It adds to the literature
on heterogeneity of unemployment on subjective well-being. Up to date, social sup-
port and relationships was rarely examined in this context with large scale panel data.
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(2) The paper contributes to the research on positive well-being consequences of so-
cial capital. Growing evidence shows that social capital may have a positive effect on
subjective well-being (e.g., Alesina and Giuliano, 2010, Dolan et al., 2008, Haller and
Hadler, 2006, Powdthavee, 2008). One of the ways how social capital may raise life sat-
isfaction is through the buffering effect. One of the types of social capital that should
be considered are relationships with parents, partner, friends, and relatives, which act
as a potential source of support. (3) This research adds also to the sociological liter-
ature on social support, by investigating which types of support and which aspects
of relationships may be treated as effective sources of support in difficult situation.
Moreover, this paper analyses the dynamics of these relationships in the context of
unemployment.

2 Previous research

Broad evidence showed that the unemployed are less happy and satisfied with their
lives than employed persons (Helliwell, 2003, Lucas et al., 2004, McKee-Ryan et al.,
2005, Pittau et al., 2010). In the analysis of Clark et al. (2008), transition to unemploy-
ment stood out as one of the events most detrimental to life satisfaction of individuals:
its effect was stronger than the effects of layoff or divorce, and it was equivalent to 80%
(in case of men, 60% for women) of the effect of death of a spouse. Clark and Oswald
(1994) showed that unemployment reduced well-being more strongly than impaired
health. This negative effect is larger than what could be attributed to the lost income
(Brereton et al., 2008, Helliwell and Putnam, 2004, Winkelmann and Winkelmann,
1998), which likely reflects the non-financial, psychological benefits of work: e.g., self-
esteem, feeling of control, or opportunities for socialization (Darity and Goldsmith,
1996, McKee-Ryan et al., 2005, Warr and Jackson, 1987). Moreover, in contrast to other
events negatively affecting well-being, the effect of unemployment is relatively persis-
tent in time (Clark et al., 2008, Lucas, 2007, Winkelmann and Winkelmann, 1998).

The effect of unemployment on well-being differs across individuals (Winkelmann,
2009). Men suffer more than women (Lucas, 2007, Winkelmann and Winkelmann,
1998), and long-term unemployed suffer more than short-term unemployed (McKee-
Ryan et al., 2005). The differences between countries and regions are also considerable.
In particular, the unemployed suffer more in social contexts of low unemployment, and
where the “norm to work” is stronger (Clark, 2003, Stutzer and Lalive, 2004).

Similarly as in the case of other difficult events, it is plausible that protective factors
may moderate the negative effect of unemployment on subjective well-being. This rea-
soning has been formulated in psychological literature as the “buffering hypothesis”
(Cohen and Wills, 1985, Thoits, 1982), and has been utilized also in other disciplines
(e.g., Clark and Lelkes, 2005, LaRocco et al., 1980, Smith et al., 2005). According to
buffering hypothesis, social support contributes to individuals’ health and subjective
well-being by alleviating the negative consequences of stress associated with difficult
events. This effect should be distinguished from the direct positive effect of social sup-
port on well-being: the former refers to support as a moderating factor, whereas the
latter considers it as a main effect.

Some forms of buffering factors during unemployment have been analyzed in pre-
vious research. For instance, Winkelmann (2009) focused on social capital (defined as
attending cultural and entertainment events, visiting friends, relatives or neighbors,
engaging in sports or in voluntary work, and attending church) to check if these net-
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works and activities (a source of self-esteem and a controlled, structured life for the
unemployed) reduced the well-being loss due to becoming unemployed. The result
was negative: social capital did not work as a buffer for the unemployed. Clark and
Lelkes (2005) investigated if religion moderated the negative effect of unemployment
and divorce on well-being, and delivered positive evidence: irrespective of denomina-
tion, religious persons suffered less during the transition to unemployment; moreover,
cross-sectionally, the well-being gap related to unemployment was smaller among the
religious persons. Participation in religious gatherings seemed to be of particular rele-
vance. Analysis of the same question on a small sample of British Asians also provided
positive results (Shams, 1993a)

Another part of the literature did not explicitly examine the buffering effect, but
showed the importance of social support and relationships. Studies using small sam-
ples showed that perceived social support decreased anxiety of the unemployed and
their spouses (Westman et al., 2004), as well as improved psychological health of un-
employed men from an ethnic minority (Shams, 1993b). Similarly, a review of psycho-
logical literature by McKee-Ryan et al. (2005) cited the evidence that social interaction
reduced the well-being loss and stress associated with unemployment. A review by
Thoits (2011) showed that social support protects not only the subjective well-being,
but also physical and mental health.

Some other previous works took a comparative approach and focused an the po-
tential support received from the family. Mikucka (2014) showed that in Europe in
countries with stronger norm of intra-family support the well-being gap between the
unemployed and employed was smaller, which suggests that informal social support
may be important.

Indeed, literature shows that informal networks are a source of support for the
unemployed. Schoeni (2002) showed that the unemployed (even those who collect
unemployment benefits) regularly receive financial support from their families and
friends. WORK MORE ON THIS PART - CHAN & ERMISH

Social support can come from various sources, in particular from family and from
non-family networks. Research postulates that family stands out as the provider of
long-term, non-reciprocal, and expensive support (Agneessens et al., 2006, Stewart-
Williams, 2007). Family members help each other in everyday situations, e.g. with
shopping, housework, childcare, or financial transfers (Chan, 2009) and they are par-
ticularly responsive to recent crisis (Eggebeen and Davey, 1998, Schoeni, 2002, Sil-
verstein et al., 2006). Stability of family relationships (in contrast to e.g. friendship,
work or community networks) makes them a reliable source of support even during
transitions which largely restructure the economic conditions and the networks of in-
dividuals (Burt, 2000, Roberts and Dunbar, 2011).

Especially in absence of family, non-family networks also act as sources of support
(Chan, 2009, Chan and Ermisch, 2011, Plickert et al., 2007, Treas, 2011). The help
provided by friends strongly depends on emotional ties (Wellman and Wortley, 1990)
and similarity of experiences (Thoits, 2011). However, friendship ties are overall less
stable than family ties (Belot and Ermisch, 2009, Burt, 2000, Oswald and Clark, 2003,
Roberts and Dunbar, 2011).

Apart from informal support, a factor potentially buffering the effect of difficult
events is money. For instance, Smith et al. (2005) showed that wealth reduces the
well-being loss after the onset of a disability, especially in the initial period. Simi-
larly, Westman et al. (2004) demonstrated that economic hardship increased anxiety
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of unemployed and their spouses.
Specific financial source of support for the unemployed are unemployment bene-

fits. EXTEND + REFS ON BENEFITS

2.1 The current study

This analysis examines the buffering effect of social support during unemployment in
Germany. Conceptually, I separate buffering effect into following two mechanisms.

M1 Social support has an overall positive effect on life satisfaction. Following the
transition to unemployment the support increases, which acts as a buffer. Previ-
ous studies suggested that the increase of support concerns especially the initial
period of unemployment (first two months in Westman et al., 2004).

M2 Social support has an overall positive effect on life satisfaction. Following the
transition to unemployment this positive effect becomes stronger, which acts as
a buffer.

The above mentioned reasoning differs from the conceptualizations of Winkel-
mann (2009) and Clark and Lelkes (2005), who accounted for the average (for indi-
viduals, over the observation period) levels of the buffering factors (i.e., respectively,
social capital and religion) and tested if the higher levels of buffering factor corre-
lated with the less negative effects of unemployment on life satisfaction. In case of the
analysis for religion, this design is a consequence of the (validated) assumption that
religiosity does not change in response to unemployment (Clark and Lelkes, 2005).
In case of social capital, Winkelmann did not test explicitly if the potential buffering
factor results from increased social capital or from increased importance of it, prob-
ably also because no buffering effect was observed. (Winkelmann (2009) accounted
also for the initial level of social capital, before the transition to unemployment, which
suggests that the assumed mechanism was the increase of importance of social capital
during unemployment.) In contrast to above mentioned analyses, social support and
relationships likely change in response to unemployment, therefore the distinction be-
tween mechanisms M1 and M2 seems particularly relevant.

Following the literature, I also expect that the dynamics and importance of fam-
ily and non-family network and relationships differ. Specifically, I expect that family
support and relationships are more efficient buffers during unemployment than non-
family networks. Because part of the non-family networks may be cultivated at work,
unemployment may decrease the frequency of contact and overall weaken these rela-
tionships.

Moreover, my analysis focuses on various types on transitions to unemployment:
from employment, from schooling, and from homemaking. This differs from the typ-
ical approach of examining only the transition from employment to unemployment.
Although it is difficult to formulate specific hypotheses, it is likely that the dynam-
ics of social support and relationships, as well as their importance differs across these
groups.
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3 Data and method

3.1 Data

This analysis uses German Family Panel (pairfam) data (Nauck et al., 2013), a German
panel study initiated in 2008 with an initial sample of 12,402 randomly selected an-
chor persons of the three birth cohorts (1991-93, 1981-83, and 1971-73). Additionally
included in the survey are the partners and, from the second wave onwards, also the
parents and children of the anchor persons. At the time of the analysis, four waves of
the study were available for analysis. A detailed description of the study can be found
in the paper by Huinink et al. (2011).

Pairfam is a good source of data for this analysis because it observes a sufficient
number of transitions to unemployment and it collects a detailed information on so-
cial support and relationships in various points in time. This choice also extends the
empirical base of analysis of buffering effects during unemployment: previous anal-
yses used the Socio-Economic Panel (Winkelmann, 2009), as well as European Social
Study and British Household Panel (Clark and Lelkes, 2005) data.

3.2 Sample

The analysis distinguishes three types of transitions: between schooling and unem-
ployment, employment and unemployment, and between homemaking and unem-
ployment. The transitions are observed separately for men and women, as well as
for the overall sample.

Overall in the data I observe the following numbers of transitions.

• 218 transitions from employment to unemployment and 304 from unemploy-
ment to employment;

• 227 transitions from schooling to unemployment and 101 from unemployment
to schooling;

• 70 transitions from homemaking to unemployment and 55 from unemployment
to homemaking;

• 74 transitions from other employment status to unemployment and 88 from un-
employment to other employment status;

However, the exact number of cases in each analysis depends on many factors.
Many variables measuring social support, social undermining, closeness and distance
in relationships were observed every second wave which decreases the number of tran-
sitions taken into account. Moreover, these variables were not observed for all respon-
dents. For example, the variables measuring relationships with parents were measured
for respondents who had, and kept the contact with, respectively mother and father.
Similarly, questions on the relationship with partner were asked only to respondents
who had a partner.

The first difference regression models are estimated on the full sample (i.e. both in-
dividuals who underwent a transition and those who did not) with non-missing data.
The sample size differs between N = 481 (receiving of childcare from respondent’s fa-
ther by men) and N = 17,102 for n = 8,218 individuals (analysis of individual income
for the combined sample of men and women).

This approach differs from the one of Winkelmann (2009), who studied only in-
dividuals who underwent the transition to unemployment. In current paper other
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respondents (not undergoing transition) are also included in the analysis. This has the
advantage of enabling me to estimate the difference between individuals who under-
went the transition and those who did not.

3.3 Measures of support

Pairfam data contain several measures of social support but also characterize the re-
lationships of the respondent in terms of closeness, distance, and social undermining.
Social undermining is defined as behaviors that involve anger, dislike, or criticism,
or that hinder the individual’s attainment of desired goals (McKee-Ryan et al., 2005).
I account also for these aspects, because closeness in a relationship may be a source
of emotional support. On the other hand, the distance in a relationships and social
undermining may be considered negative measures of closeness and social support,
respectively.

The negative measures (i.e, distance and social undermining) are used only in the
analysis of the first buffering mechanism. I expect that social undermining and dis-
tance in relationships should decrease in response to transition to unemployment.

I observe various relationships / potential sources of support, including parents,
partner, relatives, and non-family networks. All the measures are listed in Appendix 1.
To assess the relative importance of informal social support, I compare the coefficients
with the ones for personal and household income, as well as unemployment benefits.
(THIS PART IS NOT YET READY)

3.4 Statistical method

I estimate the results using the first difference models which focus on within-individual
changes, therefore they control for unobserved time-invariant heterogeneity. This is
important, as the overall less happy people are likely selected into unemployment
(Clark, 2003, Clark et al., 2008).

I estimate two regression models for each measure of support/relationship: one
estimates the change of support as a function of the transition to unemployment, sec-
ond model estimates the change of life satisfaction as a function of the transition, the
change of social support, and the interaction of the two.

Model of support:

d.Sup = α + Γ1d.U+

+γ2d.Mar+γ3d.Div +γ4d.Health +γ5d.IInc +γ6d.HHInc+ Γ7w+ ǫ
(1)

In this model, the change of support is a function of a vector of dichotomous vari-
ables representing the transitions between employment statuses (d.U), and the situ-
ations when the employment status did not change. The reference category is being
employed in both previous and in current wave. The dichotomous variables code all
the possible transitions between employment, unemployment, schooling, homemak-
ing, and other employment status, as well as staying unemployed (i.e., unemployed
in previous and current wave), staying in schooling, staying a housewife, and staying
in other employment status. Γ1 is the vector of coefficients estimating the effects of
changes (and lack of change) of employment statuses. Coefficients γ2 to γ6 represent
the effects of control variables: marriage, divorce, change of health, change of indi-
vidual income, and the change of household income. The models using information

7



for more than two waves include also the dummies coding the waves; these effects are
represented by the vector of coefficients Γ7.

Model of life satisfaction:

d.LS = α + β1d.Sup+B2d.U+B3d.U ·d.Sup+

+ β4d.Mar+ β5d.Div + β6d.Health + β7d.IInc + β8d.HHInc +B9w+ τ
(2)

In this model, the change of life satisfaction is a function of change of support or
relationship (d.Sup), change of employment status (d.U) defined as in the model of
support described above, and the change of support for those who underwent a tran-
sition to unemployment (d.U · d.Sup). This vector includes only the transitions to un-
employment and remaining unemployed. Again, the model accounts for the controls
and waves (only for analyses using more than two waves).

4 Results

Buffering hypothesis assumes that social support and closeness correlate with higher
life satisfaction, and the social undermining and distance – with lower life satisfaction.
However, this relationships cannot be taken for granted. Therefore I begin by checking
if various measures of support and closeness correlate with higher life satisfaction
(overall, not just among people who became unemployed), and measures of distance
and social undermining – with lower life satisfaction.

4.1 Do support, closeness, distance and undermining correlate with

life satisfaction?

The overall effect of various types of support is estimated in the life satisfaction equa-
tions. The results (coefficients β1) for men and women are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1: Overall effects of social support and relationships on life satisfaction. Differ-
ence models, separate for each measure of social support / relationship

Men Women

Effect of social support on life satisfaction:

Co-residence with mother −0.28 .01 −0.08 ns
Co-residence with father −0.18 .10 0.02 ns
Financial gift received from mother −0.09 .05 0.06 ns
Financial gift received from father −0.07 .10 0.02 ns
Childcare from father −0.06 ns −0.19 .01
Advice and information from mother −0.06 ns −0.03 ns
Advice received from mother −0.05 ns −0.02 ns
Financial help received from mother −0.05 ns −0.03 ns
Housework received from mother −0.05 .10 −0.03 ns
Advice received from father −0.05 ns −0.03 ns
Childcare from mother −0.04 ns 0.00 ns
Housework received from father −0.03 ns 0.01 ns
Financial help received from father −0.02 ns 0.01 ns
Advice and information – nr of non-relatives 0.01 ns −0.00 ns
Advice and information – nr of people 0.02 .10 0.02 .10
Advice and information – nr of siblings 0.04 ns 0.10 ns
Advice and information – nr of relatives 0.04 ns 0.11 .05
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If problems, partner listens 0.10 ns 0.18 .01
Advice and information from father 0.10 ns 0.00 ns
If problems, partner understands 0.17 .05 0.26 .01
If problems, partner supports 0.19 .01 0.10 ns
Advice and information from partner 0.20 .01 0.22 .01

Effect of social undermining on life satisfaction:

Disagreements with mother −0.22 .05 −0.03 ns
Freq of being annoyed with partner −0.21 .01 −0.23 .01
Freq of disgreeing with partner −0.14 .01 −0.18 .01
Freq of disagr. with partner about leisure −0.14 .01 −0.15 .01
Freq of disagr. with partner about relationships −0.12 .05 −0.12 .05
Disagreements – nr of siblings −0.10 ns 0.05 ns
Disagreements – nr of relatives −0.10 ns 0.07 ns
Freq of disagr. with partner about housework −0.09 .10 −0.15 .01
Frequency of getting angry with father −0.09 .01 −0.06 .10
Freq of disagr. with partner about finances −0.08 ns −0.12 .05
Frequency of getting angry with mother −0.08 .01 −0.03 ns
Disagreements frequency with father −0.07 .01 −0.05 .10
Freq of disagr. with partner about career −0.07 ns −0.17 .01
Disagreements with father −0.05 ns 0.05 ns
Disagreements frequency with mother −0.04 ns −0.07 .05
Disagreements – nr of non-relatives −0.02 ns −0.04 ns
Disagreements – nr of people −0.02 ns −0.01 ns
Disagreements with partner 0.15 .10 −0.06 ns

Effect of closeness in relationships on life satisfaction:

Worries shared with mother −0.08 .10 0.00 ns
Sharing of thoughts – nr of non-relatives −0.02 ns −0.02 ns
Sharing of thoughts – nr of siblings −0.02 ns 0.04 ns
Regular companionship – nr of non-relatives 0.00 ns 0.01 ns
Sharing of thoughts – nr of people 0.00 ns 0.01 ns
Sharing of thoughts – nr of relatives 0.00 ns 0.09 ns
Regular companionship – nr of people 0.02 ns 0.02 ns
Worries shared with father 0.03 ns 0.06 ns
Sharing of thoughts with mother 0.03 ns −0.14 .10
Regular companionship – nr of relatives 0.04 ns 0.06 ns
Able to speak openly with mother 0.04 ns 0.06 .10
Regular companionship with father 0.05 ns −0.24 .10
Sharing of thoughts with father 0.05 ns −0.07 ns
Able to speak openly with father 0.08 .01 0.09 .01
Satisfaction with the partnership 0.09 .01 0.09 .01
Regular companionship with mother 0.09 ns −0.15 .10
Freq of sharing with partner secrets/private feelings 0.10 .01 0.18 .01
Regular companionship – nr of siblings 0.10 ns 0.06 ns
Perceived satisfaction of the partner 0.10 .01 0.08 .01
Emotional closeness to mother 0.10 .01 0.11 .01
Freq of telling to partner what one is thinking 0.11 .01 0.15 .01
Emotional closeness to father 0.13 .01 0.07 .05
Partner can fulfill my needs very well 0.13 .05 0.32 .01
Sharing of thoughts, partner 0.25 .01 0.27 .01
Regular companionship with partner 0.27 .01 0.23 .01

Effect of distance in relationships on life satisfaction:

Freq meeting friends (rev) −0.10 .10 −0.09 ns
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Contact frequency (rev) with father −0.02 ns −0.01 ns
Distance of living to father 0.01 ns −0.09 ns
Contact frequency (rev) with mother 0.02 ns −0.00 ns
Distance of living to mother 0.04 ns −0.05 ns

Table 1 shows that the assumed pattern, that social support and closeness are re-
lated to higher life satisfaction, and social undermining and distance are related to
lower life satisfaction, is only partly true. For instance, among measures of social sup-
port, there is a group which correlates with lower life satisfaction. Co-residence and
receiving financial gifts from parents (among men), receiving housework help from
mother (among men), and receiving housework help from father (among women) are
all related to lower life satisfaction. It seems that these are the types of support to
which people hesitate to resort, and do this only in some critical moments of their
lives. On the other hand, another group of social support variables positively correlate
with life satisfaction. Many of them refer to the quality of the partnership and the
support received from a partner (e.g., receiving advice and information from partner,
belief that partner understands in case of problems). Also the size of network from
whom one receives advice and information correlates with higher life satisfaction (for
women, also the size of the relatives’ network). Overall, out of 22 measures, 6 corre-
lates positively with life satisfaction for at least one gender, 6 correlates negatively, and
remaining 10 have no statistically significant effect.

The measures of social undermining consistently correlate with lower life satisfac-
tion. Only size of the network with whom one has disagreements (size of network
overall, size of network of relatives, non-relatives, and siblings), and disagreements
with father do not have a statistically significant effect for neither gender.

Measures of emotional closeness consistently correlate with higher life satisfaction.
Overall, measures referring to the size of network of sharing thoughts and regular
companionship, as well and sharing thoughts or worries with father, do not have a
statically significant relationship with life satisfaction.

Measures of distance in relationships overall do not have a statistically significant
effect on life satisfaction. Only low frequency of meeting friends negatively correlates
with life satisfaction of men.

4.2 Buffer through the increase of support and closeness, decline of

social undermining and distance

To investigate the first of the postulated mechanisms, I examine the results of support
models to check if during the transition to unemployment the social support indeed
increases and social undermining decreases, and relationships become more close and
less distant. The results are summarized in Table 2 for the transitions from employ-
ment to unemployment, in Table 3 for the transitions from schooling to unemploy-
ment, and in Table 4 for the transitions from homemaking to unemployment. The
tables list the measures of support and relationships which (statistically significantly)
decreased or increased during the transitions to unemployment. The measures that
did not change are not listed.

Moreover, each measure listed in the table is accompanied by a sign (+), (−), or
(ns), which inform which effect had this measure on life satisfaction in the models
of life satisfaction in the previous section. Note, that the buffering effect formulated
as “Mechanism 1” requires that the forms of social support or emotional closeness
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which increase during transition to unemployment also have a positive effect on life
satisfaction overall.

Concerning the distance in relationships and social undermining, the buffering
mechanism would imply that these aspects of relationships become less common dur-
ing the transition to unemployment, which would bring positive life-satisfaction con-
sequences.

Table 2: Summary of the results for the regression of support on transitions to unem-
ployment. Difference models. Transitions from employment to unemployment. The
table lists the forms of social support, social undermining, closeness and distance, for
which the change was significant at the 90% level.

Men Women

Form of support which:

increased (ns) Advice and information – nr of siblings
(ns) Financial help received from father
(ns) Financial help received from mother

(+) If problems, partner listens

decreased (ns) Childcare from father
(+) If problems, partner understands

(+) Advice and information from partner
(ns) Financial help received from mother

Forms of closeness which:

increased (+) Able to speak openly with father
(+) Emotional closeness to mother
(+) Freq of sharing with partner se-
crets/private feelings
(ns) Regular companionship – nr of non-
relatives
(ns) Regular companionship – nr of people
(ns) Regular companionship – nr of siblings
(−) Worries shared with mother

(ns) Sharing of thoughts – nr of people

decreased

Forms of distance which:

increased (ns) Distance of living to father

decreased

Forms of social undermining which:

increased (−) Frequency of getting angry with father

decreased (−) Freq of disgreeing with partner (−) Freq of disagr. with partner about house-
work

Let us look at the dynamics of support and relationships during each of the transi-
tions.

• During the transition from employment to unemployment among men we ob-
serve the following buffers:
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Table 3: Summary of the results for the regression of support on transitions to unem-
ployment. Difference models. Transitions from schooling to unemployment. The table
lists the forms of social support, social undermining, closeness and distance, for which
the change was significant at the 90% level.

Men Women

Form of support which:

increased (ns) Childcare from mother (ns) Advice and information – nr of non-
relatives
(+) Advice and information – nr of people
(−) Childcare from father
(+) If problems, partner listens
(ns) If problems, partner supports
(+) If problems, partner understands

decreased (−) Financial gift received from father (ns) Financial help received from father

Forms of closeness which:

increased (+) Freq of sharing with partner se-
crets/private feelings
(+) Partner can fulfill my needs very well
(ns) Regular companionship – nr of relatives
(ns) Regular companionship with mother

(+) Partner can fulfill my needs very well

decreased (+) Emotional closeness to father (+) Emotional closeness to father

Forms of distance which:

increased
decreased (−) Freq meeting friends (rev)

Forms of social undermining which:

increased (−) Disagreements frequency with father
(ns) Disagreements – nr of relatives
(ns) Disagreements with father
(−) Disagreements with mother
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about leisure

decreased (−) Freq of disagr. with partner about rela-
tionships

(ns) Disagreements – nr of siblings
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about career
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about fi-
nances
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about house-
work
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about leisure
(−) Freq of disagr. with partner about rela-
tionships
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Table 4: Summary of the results for the regression of support on transitions to unem-
ployment. Difference models. Transitions from homemaking to unemployment. The
table lists the forms of social support, social undermining, closeness and distance, for
which the change was significant at the 90% level.

Men Women

Form of support which:

increased (ns) Advice and information from mother

decreased

Forms of closeness which:

increased (+) Able to speak openly with father
(+) Emotional closeness to mother

(−) Regular companionship with father
(ns) Sharing of thoughts – nr of siblings

decreased (+) Emotional closeness to father
(+) Freq of sharing with partner se-
crets/private feelings
(+) Freq of telling to partner what one is
thinking
(+) Satisfaction with the partnership

(+) Perceived satisfaction of the partner
(+) Satisfaction with the partnership
(ns) Worries shared with mother

Forms of distance which:

increased (ns) Contact frequency (rev) with father

decreased (ns) Contact frequency (rev) with mother (ns) Contact frequency (rev) with mother
(ns) Distance of living to father

Forms of social undermining which:

increased (−) Disagreements frequency with father
(ns) Disagreements frequency with mother
(−) Freq of being annoyed with partner
(−) Freq of disgreeing with partner
(−) Frequency of getting angry with father
(−) Frequency of getting angry with mother

(−) Disagreements frequency with mother
(ns) Disagreements – nr of siblings

decreased
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– an increase of the ability to speak openly with the father,

– an increase of the emotional closeness to the mother,

– an increase of the frequency of sharing private thoughts and secrets with a
partner, and

– a decreased frequency of disagreeing with the partner.

• During the transition from employment to unemployment among women we
observe the following buffers:

– an increase of partner listening in case of problems, and

– a decreased frequency of disagreeing with the partner about housework.

• During the transition from schooling to unemployment among men we observe
the following buffers:

– an increase of the frequency of sharing private thoughts and secrets with a
partner,

– increased feeling that the partner can fulfill one’s needs very well,

– increased frequency of meeting friends, and

– a decreased frequency of disagreeing with the partner about relationships.

• During the transition from schooling to unemployment among women we ob-
serve the following buffers:

– an increase of partner listening in case of problems,

– an increase of partner understanding in case of problems,

– increase of size of the network providing advice and information,

– increased feeling that the partner can fulfill one’s needs very well, and

– a decreased frequency of disagreeing with the partner about career, finances,
housework, leisure and relationships.

• During the transition from homemaking to unemployment among men we ob-
serve the following buffers:

– an increase of the ability to speak openly with the father, and

– an increase of the emotional closeness to the mother.

• During the transition from homemaking to unemployment among women we
observe no buffering factors.

Summing up, the inspection of Tables 2-4 informs that, out of 70 examined mea-
sures of support and relationships, only a few behave according to the buffering schema.
Moreover, it is frequent that a factor associated with higher life satisfaction decreases
during the transition to unemployment, or that a factor associated with lower life sat-
isfaction increases. This suggests that transition to unemployment not only activates
social support, but also erodes some supportive networks or increases social under-
mining in relationships.

Moreover, the factors that act as buffers concern primarily the relationship with
the partner. The relationship with parents has a buffering effect only among men mov-
ing to unemployment from employment or from homemaking; non-family networks
play some role only among men and women experiencing transition from schooling to
unemployment.
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4.2.1 What are the life satisfaction effects of these buffers?

The information on the effect of the support / relationship on life satisfaction can
be combined with information on the change of support / relationship that occurs
during the transition to unemployment, to estimate the effect of this change on life
satisfaction. Results of such estimation are summarized in Table 5.

Table 5: Estimate of the buffering effect on life satisfaction of support / relationship
changes during transitions to unemployment

Support or relationship Change of support/ Effect of support/ Buffering
measure relationship relationship effect

during transition on LS on LS

Transitions from employment, men:

Emotional closeness to mother 0.16 .1 0.10 .01 0.02
Freq of sharing with partner secrets/private feelings 0.25 .1 0.10 .01 0.02
Able to speak openly with father 0.33 .05 0.08 .01 0.03
Freq of disgreeing with partner −0.27 .05 −0.14 .01 0.04

Transitions from employment, women:

If problems, partner listens 0.55 .05 0.18 .01 0.10
Freq of disagr. with partner about housework −0.46 .1 −0.15 .01 0.07

Transitions from schooling, men:

Partner can fulfill my needs very well 0.14 .05 0.13 .05 0.02
Freq of sharing with partner secrets/private feelings 0.27 .05 0.10 .01 0.03
Freq meeting friends (rev) −0.12 .05 −0.10 .1 0.01
Freq of disagr. with partner about relationships −0.56 .1 −0.12 .05 0.06

Transitions from schooling, women:

If problems, partner understands 0.11 .05 0.26 .01 0.03
Advice and information – nr of people 1.72 .05 0.02 .1 0.04
Partner can fulfill my needs very well 0.14 .01 0.32 .01 0.05
If problems, partner listens 1.15 .01 0.18 .01 0.20
Freq of disagr. with partner about leisure −0.12 .05 −0.15 .01 0.02
Freq of disagr. with partner about finances −0.16 .01 −0.12 .05 0.02
Freq of disagr. with partner about relationships −1.14 .01 −0.12 .05 0.13
Freq of disagr. with partner about career −1.11 .01 −0.17 .01 0.19
Freq of disagr. with partner about housework −3.07 .01 −0.15 .01 0.47

Transitions from homemaking, men:

Able to speak openly with father 0.31 .01 0.08 .01 0.03
Emotional closeness to mother 3.71 .01 0.10 .01 0.39

Transitions from homemaking, women:

(none)
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4.3 Buffer through the increasing importance of support, closeness,

social undermining, and distance.

Let us now move to the second postulated buffering mechanism, namely that social
support and closeness in relationships have a stronger positive effect on life satisfaction
during the transition to unemployment. This has been captured in the life satisfaction
models by the interaction term between the transition to unemployment and the social
support/closeness. Technically, the interaction term captures how much the effect of
given aspect of support or closeness among people entering unemployment differs
from the overall effect. Therefore, to understand what is its effect among people who
become unemployed, I sum up the two coefficients. These results are summarized
in Table 6. I present only these aspects of support and closeness in relationships. I
exclude social undermining and distance in relationships, because it is not clear how
could these overall negative forms of relationships have a buffering effect in a difficult
situation. Moreover, in Table 6 I include only measures, for which:

• the interaction with the transition to unemployment is statistically significant,
that is I only show measures of support and closeness which have a different
effect on people who enter unemployment than on people who do not enter un-
employment; and

• the overall effect on life satisfaction is either as expected (i.e, positive) or statisti-
cally not significant.

Table 6: The effect of support and relationships estimated for the overall population
and for people experiencint the transition to unemployment.

Support / relationship Overall effect Interaction Effect
measure on LS effect during the

transition to
unemployment

Transitions from employment, men, social support and closeness in relationships:

Worries shared with father 0.03 ns −0.71 .05 −0.71
Sharing of thoughts – nr of siblings −0.02 ns −0.55 .1 −0.55
Sharing of thoughts – nr of non-relatives −0.02 ns −0.43 .1 −0.43
Freq of sharing with partner secrets/private feelings 0.10 .01 −0.39 .1 −0.30
Regular companionship – nr of relatives 0.04 ns 0.88 .05 0.88
Childcare from father −0.06 ns 0.96 .01 0.96

Transitions from employment, women, social support and closeness in relationships:

Financial gift received from mother 0.06 ns −0.72 .01 −0.72
Worries shared with father 0.06 ns −0.64 .05 −0.64
Financial help received from father 0.01 ns 0.44 .05 0.44
Advice received from father −0.03 ns 0.45 .1 0.45
Housework received from father 0.01 ns 0.61 .05 0.61
Sharing of thoughts – nr of siblings 0.04 ns 0.69 .1 0.69
Advice and information – nr of relatives 0.11 .05 0.63 .05 0.74
Sharing of thoughts with father −0.07 ns 1.77 .01 1.77

Transitions from schooling, men, social support and closeness in relationships:

Advice and information – nr of relatives 0.04 ns −1.13 .1 −1.13
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If problems, partner listens 0.10 ns −0.67 .01 −0.67
If problems, partner understands 0.17 .05 −0.74 .01 −0.58
If problems, partner supports 0.19 .01 −0.76 .01 −0.57
Freq of sharing with partner secrets/private feelings 0.10 .01 −0.65 .1 −0.55
Satisfaction with the partnership 0.09 .01 −0.29 .1 −0.20
Regular companionship – nr of people 0.02 ns −0.15 .05 −0.15
Financial help received from mother −0.05 ns 0.39 .05 0.39
Emotional closeness to father 0.13 .01 0.32 .1 0.45
Housework received from father −0.03 ns 0.67 .01 0.67

Transitions from schooling, women, social support and closeness in relationships:

Advice and information from partner 0.22 .01 −1.56 .01 −1.34
Regular companionship with partner 0.23 .01 −1.16 .05 −0.92
Regular companionship – nr of people 0.02 ns 0.23 .05 0.23
Regular companionship – nr of non-relatives 0.01 ns 0.38 .05 0.38
Financial gift received from father 0.02 ns 0.41 .1 0.41
Housework received from mother −0.03 ns 0.43 .05 0.43
Satisfaction with the partnership 0.09 .01 0.42 .1 0.51
Financial help received from mother −0.03 ns 0.57 .1 0.57
Perceived satisfaction of the partner 0.08 .01 0.59 .01 0.67
Financial help received from father 0.01 ns 0.68 .05 0.68
Regular companionship – nr of relatives 0.06 ns 1.06 .05 1.06
Regular companionship – nr of siblings 0.06 ns 1.44 .01 1.44

Transitions from homemaking, men, social support and closeness in relationships:

(none)

Transitions from homemaking, women, social support and closeness in relationships:

Regular companionship – nr of siblings 0.06 ns −1.48 .01 −1.48
Regular companionship – nr of relatives 0.06 ns 0.42 .01 0.42
Regular companionship – nr of people 0.02 ns 0.48 .05 0.48
Advice received from mother −0.02 ns 0.55 .1 0.55
Sharing of thoughts – nr of people 0.01 ns 0.58 .05 0.58
Childcare from mother 0.00 ns 0.61 .1 0.61
Regular companionship – nr of non-relatives 0.01 ns 0.67 .05 0.67
Sharing of thoughts – nr of non-relatives −0.02 ns 1.04 .01 1.04
Worries shared with mother 0.00 ns 1.08 .05 1.08

According to the second mechanism, the buffering effect implies that social support
and closeness in relationships (a potential source of emotional support) should have
stronger positive effect on life satisfaction among people who become unemployed
than among people who do not become unemployed. The results in Table 6 show that
this is not a general rule.

• Among men moving from employment to unemployment buffering effect have:

– childcare provided by father, and

– group of relatives with whom one spends time regularly.

• Among womenmoving from employment to unemployment buffering effect have:

– the relationship with father (receiving financial help, advice, and house-
work, as well as sharing the thoughts with father), and
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– relationships with the relatives and siblings (group with whom one may
share thoughts and from whom to receive advice and information).

• Among men moving from schooling to unemployment buffering effect have:

– the relationship with parents: financial help from mother, and emotional
closeness to father and housework received from him.

• Among women moving from schooling to unemployment buffering effect have:

– regular companionship of both siblings, relatives, and non-relatives,

– relationship with the parents (financial gift and financial help received from
father; and housework and financial help received from mother)

– own satisfaction with the partnership and the perceived satisfaction of the
partner.

• Amongmenmoving from homemaking to unemployment no factors have a buffer-
ing effect.

• Among women moving from schooling to unemployment buffering effect have:

– relationship with the mother (advice and childcare received from mother,
sharing worries with the mother), and

– socializing group, i.e. number of both relatives and non-relatives with whom
one can spend time regularly, and the number of non-relatives with whom
to share thoughts.

STILL TOADDHERE: ESTIMATION FOR INCOMEANDUNEMPLOYMENT BEN-
EFIT – BENCHMARK

5 Conclusions

The results suggest that the buffering effect of social support and relationships in Ger-
many during the transition to unemployment is rather weak.

First, among the examined 70 measures of social support, social undermining,
closeness in relationships and distance in relationships, only a few change during the
transition to unemployment in a way which protects the life satisfaction of individu-
als. In other words, in only few cases transition to unemployment is accompanied by
increase of support or closeness (positively associate with life satisfaction), or by a de-
crease of social undermining or distance in relationships (which negatively correlate
with life satisfaction). Among the various sources of support, the most responsive to
the difficult situation of unemployment is the support and relationships with a partner.
Relationships with and support from parents and non-family networks also improve
in response to the transition to unemployment, but this considers very limited number
of measures and only respondents who moved to unemployment from schooling.

Second, the importance of some forms of social support and closeness increase dur-
ing the transition to unemployment. Here, a close relationship with parents and the
support received from them are significant most often. The socializing networks (non-
family, but also with relatives, and siblings) also play a role. The partnership becomes
more important only among women who move from schooling to unemployment.
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Appendix A Measures of social support and relationships

Table 7: Measures of support from, closeness to, and tensions in relationship with
non-family network, as well as income-related support and resources.

Measure of support or tensions Values’ range Availability (waves)

Non-family network, support:

Advice and information, network (network size) 0...26 .1.1
Advice and information, non-family (network size) 0...23 .1.1

Non-family network, closeness:

Regular companionship, network (network size) 0...21 .1.1
Regular companionship, non-family (network size) 0...21 .1.1

Sharing of thoughts, network (network size) 0...21 .1.1
Sharing of thoughts, non-family (network size) 0...20 .1.1

Non-family network, tensions:

Disagreements, network (network size) 0...16 .1.1
Disagreements, non-family (network size) 0...21 .1.1

Income-related support and resources:

Household income 0...25 1111
Individual income -0...3 1111
Social Benefits D dummy 1111

Unemployment Benefit D dummy 1111

19



Table 8: Measures of support from parents, closeness and distance to parents, and
tensions in relationship with parents.

Measure of support or tensions Values’ range Availability (waves)

Parents, support:

Advice and information (F) D dummy .1.1
Advice and information (M) D dummy .1.1

Advice received (F) 1...5 .1.1
Advice received (M) 1...5 .1.1

Childcare (F) 1...5 .1.1
Childcare (M) 1...5 .1.1

Co-residence (F) D dummy 1111
Co-residence (M) D dummy 1111

Financial gift received (F) 1...5 .1.1
Financial gift received (M) 1...5 .1.1
Financial help received (F) 1...5 .1.1
Financial help received (M) 1...5 .1.1

Housework received (F) 1...5 .1.1
Housework received (M) 1...5 .1.1

Parents, closeness:

Able to speak openly (F) 1...5 1111
Able to speak openly (M) 1...5 1111
Emotional closeness (F) 1...5 1111
Emotional closeness (M) 1...5 1111

Regular companionship (F) D dummy .1.1
Regular companionship (M) D dummy .1.1

Sharing of thoughts (F) D dummy .1.1
Sharing of thoughts (M) D dummy .1.1

Worries shared (F) 1...5 .1.1
Worries shared (M) 1...5 .1.1

Parents, distance:

Contact frequency (rev) (F) 1...7 1111
Contact frequency (rev) (M) 1...7 1111

Distance of living (F) 1...6 1111
Distance of living (M) 1...6 1111

Parents, tensions:

Disagreements (F) D dummy .1.1
Disagreements (M) D dummy .1.1

Disagreements frequency (F) 1...5 1111
Disagreements frequency (M) 1...5 1111
Frequency of getting angry (F) 1...5 1111
Frequency of getting angry (M) 1...5 1111
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Table 9: Measures of support from, closeness to, and tensions in relationship with
partner and family network.

Measure of support or tensions Values’ range Availability (waves)

Relationship, support:

If problems, partner listens 1...5 1.1.
If problems, partner supports 1...5 1.1.

If problems, partner understands 1...5 1.1.
Partner can fulfill my needs very well 1...5 1.1.
Perceived satisfaction of the partner 0...10 1111

Satisfaction with the partnership 0...10 1111

Relationship, closeness:

Freq of sharing secrets/private feelings 1...5 1111
Freq of telling what is thinking 1...5 1111

Relationship, tensions:

Freq of being annoyed 1...5 1111
Freq of disagr. about career 1...5 1.1.

Freq of disagr. about finances 1...5 1.1.
Freq of disagr. about housework 1...5 1.1.

Freq of disagr. about leisure 1...5 1.1.
Freq of disagr. about relationships 1...5 1.1.

Freq of disgreeing 1...5 1111

Family network, support:

Advice and information, relatives (network size) 0...8 .1.1
Advice and information, siblings (network size) 0...3 .1.1

Family network, closeness:

Advice and information, relatives (network size) 0...8 .1.1
Advice and information, siblings (network size) 0...3 .1.1

Family network, tensions:

Disagreements, relatives (network size) 0...3 .1.1
Disagreements, siblings (network size) 0...4 .1.1
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