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ABSTRACT

This study compares the size and structure of egocentric networks in Taiwan and Hungary using a diary
approach. Both countries have transformed from authoritarian regimes to democratic states, yet they
differ in social, economic, and cultural institutions that may be common to the respective larger region
where each is located. To sample the structure of each egocentric network, we extracted information
from largely identical contact diaries collected in both countries, 51 from Taiwan and 138 from Hungary.
After comparing sample characteristics, network size, and composition, we construct a Strength of Ties
(SoT) index based on two objective and two subjective measures of ego-alter ties. We then use this index
to analyze tie strength by the types of relationships. On average, the number of alters contacted in one
week is much larger in Taiwan than in Hungary, and the gap remains unchanged after controlling for
key socio-demographic background factors. Even though the four indicators that we use to construct the
SoT index are distributed similarly among the respondents in both Taiwan and Hungary, the composite
index pinpoints how the types of relationships play somewhat different roles across the nations. The
findings imply that the tendency to maintain only the closest ties with kin and other close friends is
linked to distrust to others, a possible ill effect lingering from the authoritarian past. The implication is
partially supported by further analyses using the ISSP 2006 survey data. We address how our findings may
contribute to the existing literature on the linkage between societal characteristics and interpersonal ties.

© 2015 Published by Elsevier B.V.

1. Introduction

Egocentric networks often vary in size and structure depending
on individuals’ demographic characteristics, life stages, and other
background factors. Larger social forces also can influence how peo-
pleinteract and become connected with others. While the literature
has examined such individual variations extensively, social net-
work studies also pay attention to whether and how institutional or
other macro-level forces condition egocentric networks. The mech-
anisms of how individual and institutional factors function may
further differ from society to society, making it a difficult task to
compare egocentric networks across societies or cultures. In spite
of the challenges that cross-societal comparisons pose to social
network studies, however, they also hold much potential for
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helping advance understanding about how egocentric networks
function under the influences of macro-level forces.

Inthe early stage of comparative network studies, cross-national
surveys yielded limited yet helpful information about the fre-
quencies of contacts among strong ties. The 1986 module of the
International Social Survey Programme (ISSP, see www.issp.org),
for example, helped reveal highly similar structures and patterns of
social interactions among its eight member countries (all Western).
Several important disparities emerged, however, when comparing
these findings to those based on an extra survey from China. First of
all, Chinese familial roles tended to be more specialized than their
Western counterparts. Spouse, child, and parent each played a dis-
tinctive role; as a broader role set they could be separated from
other roles more easily, too (Freeman and Ruan, 1997; Ruan et al.,
1997). Moreover, families and relatives in China were more likely
to give financial support to one another, a phenomenon unusual
within Western societies. Similar and more subtle differences have
also been reported in subsequent research based on other instru-
ments with “broader replication . .. especially in societies without
European origin” (Freeman and Ruan, 1997). In particular, com-
parative studies using the position generator, either conducted
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separately in different national surveys or as identical question
items in compatible surveys across societies, have flourished and
have become an emerging research paradigm in recent years (Lin
and Erickson, 2008; Hsung et al., 2009; Lin et al., 2014).

Following these previous cross-national studies of egocentric
networks, this paper uses an alternative “diary” approach to explore
whether and how two far-away and seemingly far-apart countries,
Taiwan and Hungary, are similar and different in their respective
egocentric contact networks. In addition to relying on identical and
systematic network data collection, our study contributes to the
literature in two ways. First, by comparing one society each from
East Asia and Eastern Europe, we examine network compositions
that may be linked to larger institutional constraints or the macro-
level forces applicable to each of the regions as a whole. In this case
at least two major macro-level forces, kinship systems and demo-
cratic transitions, may be at work in shaping contact patterns in
everyday life. Second, using largely identical “contact diaries” from
both countries, we reconstruct contact networks that can reveal
more information about the active subsets of egocentric networks.

For our empirical inquiries we extracted information from
weeklong contact diaries, 51 from Taiwan and 138 from Hungary.
After comparing sample characteristics, network size, and compo-
sition, we constructed a Strength of Ties (SoT) index based on two
objective and two subjective measures of ego-alter ties. We then
used this index to analyze tie strength by the types of relation-
ships, paying special attention to relationships between kin and
non-kin ties in order to confirm and elaborate the major differences
suggested by previous comparative studies using other network
generators in probability surveys. Using such an alternative diary
approach of network studies with a comparative perspective, our
study helps shed light on egocentric networks, not only by link-
ing macro-level forces to everyday contact patterns, but also by
exploring methodological tools relatively unseen in the literature.

2. Comparing contact networks across nations: from
societal forces to daily interactions

Abriefreview over two societal background factors, kinship sys-
tems and the recent decades of political-economic developments,
in both Taiwan and Hungary raises interesting questions perti-
nent to the comparative study of contact networks in everyday life.
Moreover, such comparisons may also benefit from the relatively
rich network literature that both countries have established in their
respective regions, East Asia and Eastern Europe. Based on findings
from preexisting network studies in both countries, we can further
conduct theoretical inquiries using the alternative diary approach
that supplements other, more established, network generators.

While being geographically and culturally distinctive from each
other, Taiwan and Hungary differ particularly in how extended
kin members play their roles in egocentric networks. As heavily
influenced by the complicated Chinese kinship system, nearly each
of the Taiwanese kin relations is characterized by a unique term.
In addition to immediate family, all other relatives comprise an
extended kinship network that remains a crucial part of one’s life
events as well as daily networking (Wolf and Huang, 1985; Yang,
1994; Freeman and Ruan, 1997).

The significance of the extended family in Chinese societies has
been also an emerging topic in business studies. Not only is living
with the extended family a common practice of family care, but
recruiting such kin members as business partners also becomes
a preferred model (Yang, 1998; Chua et al., 2009). The concept
behind such a cultural practice, “familial collectivism”, may be
in turn part of “in-group collectivism”, one of the nine cultural
dimensions encompassing both societal values and actual prac-
tices (House et al., 2004). According to such a broad classification

of the world’s cultures, Taiwan is part of Confucian Asian culture
that heavily values putting individuals’ pride, loyalty and cohesive-
ness toward their families (Gelfand et al., 2004). The widespread
reliance on guanxi in China and Taiwan (Yang, 1998; Bian and Ang,
1997; Bian and Ikeda, 2014; Chua et al., 2009) further extends pan-
familism to various political, economic, and social realms. Among
such pan-familism practices, the role of extended family remains
salient in personal networks.

In contrast, even though the cultural practices of the Eastern
European cluster, to which Hungary belongs, also lean to group
and family collectivism (Bakacsi et al., 2002), the Hungarian people
hardly extend their trust beyond their close family ties. As shown
in a follow-up study of personal network, extended family does
not play a significant role in the Hungarians’ personal networks,
nor is it emotionally important (Kopasz et al., 2008). Under such
distinctive East Asian and Eastern European cultural backgrounds,
it would be revealing to compare how family members in general,
and the relatives beyond one’s immediate family in particular, play
their roles in egocentric networks in both countries.

In political domain, both Taiwan and Hungary transformed from
authoritarian regimes to democratic states in the late 20th century.
In 1949, the Republic of China fled from the Chinese Commu-
nists and retreated to Taiwan, which was about the same time
Hungary became part of the former Soviet bloc. Both single-party
regimes exerted extensive and strict political control over their cit-
izens, which they enforced by severe punishments as stipulated
in martial laws. Based on either anti-Communist (Taiwan) or Com-
munist (Hungary) ideology, such macro-level structural constraints
set up by both authoritarian regimes often led to limited social
interactions and personal networks. In particular, the practice of
strict surveillance by secret police or police informers was so com-
mon that residents refrained from talking to strangers or weakly
tied others, especially in public places. Under such circumstances,
weak ties often became a liability, full of risks that might eas-
ily lead to imprisonment, rather than an asset that might lead to
landing a new job (Volker and Flap, 2001; cf. Granovetter, 1973,
1983).

In the late 1980s, however, both countries started transition-
ing to Western-style democracy. Taiwan lifted its martial law in
1987 and has since seen power transform between major politi-
cal parties. During the year (2004) when we collected the contact
diaries for this study, there had been over 100 legally registered
political parties in Taiwan, which increased to 277 as of September,
2015 (MOI, 2014). Hungary also experienced a smooth transition
to democracy after the communism fell in 1989. Since then, party
politics has been the most active among the former Soviet bloc
nations, as evidenced by 84 political parties being officially regis-
tered before the 2014 parliamentary election (Spirova, 2008; NEOH,
2014). According to various indicators, furthermore, both Taiwan
and Hungary are rated very highly, if not among the highest rated,
in terms of both political rights and civil liberties in relation to other
countries throughout the world (Freedom House, 2014). Under
much improved political circumstances, how do residents in both
countries interact and become connected in everyday life?

As studies in China and Taiwan suggest, kin ties seem to
prevail in multiple guanxi networks in Chinese or East Asian soci-
eties regardless of political or economic systems (Bian and Ang,
1997; Ruan et al., 1997; Lin et al., 2014; Bian and Ikeda, 2014).
Because Taiwan and Hungary shared the same authoritarian past
before moving to emerging democracies, comparing their egocen-
tric networks would be beneficial for testing any possible lingering
effects from such macro-level forces. Due to widespread evidence
highlighting the significance of extended family ties in Chinese soci-
eties, it also would be important to examine whether residents in
Taiwan exhibit such strong ties with relatives beyond one’s imme-
diate family.
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To examine whether and how such macro-level mechanisms
vary between the two countries, this study aims to compare
the size and structures of egocentric networks using a diary
approach. Because network boundaries tend to be obscure, ego-
centric networks are difficult to observe, measure, and estimate.
The task of sampling and constructing network structures becomes
even more challenging when comparing networks across societies,
which often differ in various institutional bases of social interac-
tions (Kadusin, 2012; Lin and Erickson, 2008; Lin et al., 2014).

In an effort to understand important network features,
researchers have used various generators to obtain a subset of
actors and ties that facilitate various analyses. The most widely used
generators include the name generator (Laumann, 1973; Wellman,
1979; Fischer, 1982a, 1982b; Burt, 1984; Marsden, 2003) and the
position generator (Lin and Dumin, 1986; Erickson, 1996, 2004;
Lin et al., 2001). Other proxies or generators, such as the resource
generator (Van der Gaag and Snijders, 2004, 2005), small world
methods (Milgram, 1967), and reverse small world (RSW) methods
(Killworth and Bernard, 1978), also allow researchers to map ego-
centric networks, as well as examine ego-alter ties (Bernard et al.,
1990; Killworth et al., 2006). In general, most name generators help
capture strong ties well, while the position generator and the RSW
methods tend to cover weaker ties, thus allowing more precise esti-
mation of the network size (Zheng et al., 2006; McCormick et al.,
2010).

Although these innovative designs differ in both theoretical and
methodological advantages, most generators help collect impor-
tant information about a focal person (hereafter “ego”), that ego’s
family, friends, and other acquaintances (hereafter “alters”), and
how these alters are tied to ego. The designs also help explore the
resources and social supports embedded in ego’s network (Huszti
et al,, 2013; Chua et al.,, 2011). How well these resources and sup-
ports work, in turn, largely depends on the strength of ego-alter
ties, as well as other network features.

As important as the strength of ties is to understanding the
structure and functions of egocentric networks, however, network
generators are subject to recall biases, and some of the questions
asked may favor stronger or weaker ego-alter ties. Such biases can
be particularly obvious in one-shot surveys and experiments, when
people cannot spend more time and effort to recall strong and
weak ties, or when the questions are skewed toward specific social
situations. As a result, measures of tie strength constructed from
network generators tend to omit certain types of ego-alter ties.
Instead of relying on a single generator for determining the size
and composition of networks, therefore, researchers should explore
alternatives and preferably use multiple techniques to reconstruct
network structures (Campbell and Lee, 1991; Brewer, 2000; Molin
et al.,, 2008).

Among the alternative instruments that aim to measure more
subsets of egocentric networks, contact diaries allow researchers to
reconstruct the components of networks that are active in everyday
life (Fu, 2005, 2007; Huszti et al., 2013). Unlike other instruments,
a contact diary seeks a “weighted random sample” of an egocentric
network (Molin et al., 2008:14). Although it is more tedious and
demanding to keep a contact diary, it often yields information about
various ties that other network generators are less likely to cover
(Chuaetal, 2011).

By sampling a given period of time, which can range from
one day to several months, contact diaries require respondents to
track and record all their interpersonal contacts. The longer the
diary keeping, the more ego-alter ties will emerge and the bet-
ter coverage one will obtain to construct indicators of the strength
of ego-alter ties. Partly because it is difficult and expensive to
collect reliable and valid contact diaries, however, there have
been relatively few diary studies in the social-network literature
(e.g., Gurevitch, 1961; de Sola Pool and Kochen, 1978; Freeman

and Thompson, 1989; see reviews in Fu, 2007). To achieve rela-
tively compatible data sets from the two countries, we purposely
designed the Hungarian contact diary research to follow the format
of Taiwan’s diary studies, including identical question items and
similar answering categories (Fu, 2007). This tedious yet more thor-
ough approach to data collection allowed us to compare more active
components of the egocentric networks of an East Asian country to
that of an Eastern European country.

3. Tie strength in egocentric networks

Network researchers are constantly searching for valid and
effective indicators to measure the strength of ties. Empirical
attempts at constructing or evaluating such indicators, however,
are limited. In many studies, tie strength in egocentric network
structures seems a feature taken for granted, without proper or
adequate explanations about how to measure tie strength precisely.
Some researchers rely on their tacit knowledge rather than make an
effort to actually measure these ties (Walker et al., 1993; Mathews
et al., 1998; Petréczi et al., 2007).

For practical considerations, researchers tend to accept and
adopt the strong-weak dichotomy of tie strength in empirical
studies, even though they are aware of a conceptual continuum
that connects the two ends. With precise definitions of opera-
tion, it is easy to clearly distinguish strong from weak ties. But
in theory, it is widely recognized that contacts and relations can
be more complicated than being automatically classified as one
type or the other (Bordcz and Southworth, 1995). Moreover, using
only a strong-weak dichotomy can hide important cross-cultural
differences.

Indicators of tie strength can cover a wide range of objective and
subjective measures. For example, a recent review identified the
following items as possible indicators: (a) frequency of interaction,
(b) intimacy or closeness, (c¢) voluntary investment in the tie, (d)
advice given or received, (e) desire for companionship, (f) multiple
social context (breadth of topics), (g) duration of contact, (h) reci-
procity, (i) support provided or emotional intensity, (j) trust, and
(k) sociability or conviviality (Petréczi et al., 2007:41). In addition,
styles, timing and location of dyadic contacts, and different cul-
tural values, norms, and expectations are also critical dimensions
of making differences between ties (Hite, 2005).

As demonstrated in pioneering studies (Wellman, 1979; Fischer,
1982a), tie strength has been often measured by multiple survey
items that range from large to small services people seek when
they are in need. Compared to a single, dichotomous distinction
between strong and weak ties, such a multidimensional approach
better reflects the nature of dyadic ties, which in turn uncovers the
main characteristics of egocentric network structures (Hite, 2008).
In other seminal works about the conceptualization of key network
features, such as Granovetter (1973, 1983) “strength of weak ties”
and Granovetter (1985) and Uzzi (1996) research on embedded-
ness, this “multi-dimensional nature of the dyadic context” was
also critical (Hite, 2005:146). When both the content and structure
of networks are involved in empirical inquiries, it is typically insuf-
ficient to use dichotomous labels to indicate the strength of ties or
the extent of embeddedness (Petroczi et al., 2007).

Although there is a clear conception of the characteristics of
strong ties, it is ambiguous on the theoretical ground whether and
how tie strength can be associated with the types of relationships.
Researchers usually set out from the assumption that all strong ties
are homogeneous and that there are no differences between them.
Among the same ties that are embedded with relationships (e.g.
relatives), however, actors do not necessarily interact with each
other frequently, nor do they always show affection toward each
other (Hite, 2003).
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Similar to kinship, a typical relationship designated with “strong
ties”, the strength of ties has been also closely linked to neigh-
borhood, affiliation, similar socio-economic status, workplace, and
occupational prestige, all “grouping variables” commonly used in
empirical studies (Haythornthwaite, 2002; Petréczi et al., 2007).
Rather than using role relationships as an indicator of tie strength,
it should be more revealing and desirable to measure tie strength
directly and construct the tie strength index based on empirical
data (cf. Marsden and Campbell, 1984, 2012).

Empirical attempts to construct indicators for the strength of
ego-alter ties have been based largely on various network genera-
tors. By means of network generators, researchers are able to design
and ask specific questions according to their research problems of
interest. A single questionnaire survey, for example, can cover the
above-mentioned dimension of tie strength as widely as possible.
By asking respondents to recall their social interactions in one-shot
surveys or experiments, researchers need to pay more attention
to question probing and interviewer training to alleviate possible
recall biases.

In comparison, contact diaries help produce records of social
interactions that are active, thus allowing collection of network
data that may better capture interpersonal contacts in daily life. As
the case with other network generators, however, the diary data are
also subject to compliance and honesty from respondents. To min-
imize any possible biases, researchers need to ensure that the diary
keeping follows strict protocols of data collection. Unlike surveys
or experiments, diary studies require a longer commitment from
study participants. Most contact diaries last from at least one week
to 100 days (Gurevitch, 1961; de Sola Pool and Kochen, 1978; Free-
man and Thompson, 1989; Lonkila, 1999; Fu, 2005, 2007), except
for the 24-h or 48-h contact diaries that epidemiologists have used
in recent national surveys for modeling the spread of infectious dis-
eases (Mossong et al., 2008; Kretzschmar and Mikolajczyk, 2009;
Hens et al., 2009; Read et al., 2012).

If carried out and supervised carefully, collecting contact diaries
can be a direct and more extensive method to measure egocentric
network by eliciting all kinds of different ties. Despite the risks and
limits of the diary method - such as sampling, small number of
respondents, time consumption, fatigue and expenses - the con-
tacts and ties recorded tend to be more diversified. In short, diary
data yield very useful information and help capture a whole range
of strength of ego-alter ties that no other generators can offer (Chua
et al., 2011). Longitudinal contact diaries in greater detail can fur-
ther facilitate analyses of novel research issues, such as how time
investment in daily contacts yields immediate returns (Fu, 2008), or
how the effects of tie strength on instrumental and affective gains
vary by contact initiation (Fu et al., 2013).

Contact diaries thus far have been limited to case studies in a
single country, however, and most of these studies focus only on a
specific group of respondents. For example, earlier contact diaries
were collected in the United States on a college campus (Gurevitch,
1961; de Sola Pool and Kochen, 1978), then in Russia from a group
of school teachers (Lonkila, 1999). More recent diary studies tar-
geted people of various backgrounds, but was also limited to a
single society (Fu, 2005, 2007). As informative and inspiring as
these diary studies can be, their designs may differ sharply and the
resulting contact records are rarely compatible, thus preventing
cross-national comparisons to this date. Our study aims to bridge
this gap with two sets of diary data collected in two countries using
nearly identical instruments.

4. Data and methods

We screened data from 54 Taiwanese and 142 Hungarian week-
long diaries for our comparative studies. Although the instruments

were very similar to each other, the data were collected in differ-
ent years with some differences in research designs, which must be
taken into account when comparing them in subsequent analyses.

4.1. Taiwan

We first conducted a diary study in 2004. Sixty-two adults
initially were recruited from two different sources: one from
respondents in a national probability survey, and the other from
snowball sampling started by nationwide survey fieldworkers.
After 3 months, 54 of these informants had completed the diaries
(the process was explained in greater detail in Fu, 2007). The sample
is too small to be representative, with females, younger adults, and
the better-educated being somewhat overrepresented. In terms of
basic socio-demographic background, however, the diversity of the
sample allows analyses that unveil group differences.

Taiwan’s contact diaries targeted all kinds of social interac-
tions with a wide variety of people. We gave all diary keepers
clear instructions, both written and oral, on different occasions:
“Please record all one-on-one interpersonal contacts by all means
of communications, including nodding, saying hello, chatting, and
discussion, whether you know the contacted persons or not.” Diary-
keepers were also asked to record multiple contacts with the same
person that occurred on the same day. For example, if the diary
keeper talked to someone over the phone in the morning, then
met with the same person later in the afternoon, these two con-
tacts “were recorded as separate entries. Such a design allows us to
distinguish different circumstances under which the contacts take
place” (Fu, 2005:174).

The content of Taiwan’s contact diaries was broad. In the diary
log, each ego recorded 27 items for every single contact, including
(1) alter’s demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, such as
gender, age, occupations, and so on; (2) the circumstances of con-
tacts, such as form, content, location, audience, duration, contact
initiation, and subjective evaluation of the outcomes; (3) the rela-
tionship between ego and alter, such as contact frequency, duration
of acquaintanceship, and closeness, as well as affective ties with
alter (Fu, 2005, 2007). With such comprehensive information about
alter, contact situations, and the ego-alter ties, we are able to ana-
lyze the egocentric “contact networks” from the perspectives of
individual, tie, and contact.

4.2. Hungary

With similar research purposes in mind, we recruited respon-
dents from a panel survey conducted in Nyiregyhaza, a town in
northeastern Hungary with about 120,000 residents. All respon-
dents were older than 18 and were chosen by random sampling.
The original panel sample was representative in gender, contain-
ing 2000 residents, with a supplemental sample of 400 more
inhabitants.

The Hungarian diary study was conducted in two phases. First,
400 people were selected independently from the survey respon-
dents to keep contact diaries for one week. After one week, 67
respondents completed the diaries. Then more survey respondents
were recruited with similar criteria to be representative in gender.
As a result, 75 more diaries were collected, adding up to a total
of 142 weeklong diaries (Huszti et al., 2013). Like Taiwan’s instru-
ment, the Hungarian contact diaries were also self-administered. In
addition to an initial face-to-face introduction, trained interviewers
provided assistance throughout the data-collection process. Other
procedures of data collection followed that of Taiwan’s diary study
(Fu, 2007).

The Hungarian contact diaries also include those saying hello,
chatting, talking, sending or receiving a message, and the con-
tacts that occurred face-to-face, over the phone, on the Internet,
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or by other means of communication. To lower respondents’ bur-
den of diary keeping, however, the diary covered only one-to-one
contacts that lasted for at least 5 min, or brief contacts that respon-
dents considered important. Each diary log was divided into three
periods (morning, afternoon, and evening) to allow easier recor-
ding of names and contacts. No matter how many times a person
was mentioned in the diary (i.e., more than once a day or week),
each ego needed to answer the questions about that person’s back-
ground information only once. Each entry of the diary log included
15 question items about the contact situations.

In sum, the two original diary studies differ in two aspects that
may need adjustments in subsequent analyses. First, respondents
in Taiwan kept contact diaries for three consecutive months, while
those in Hungary kept them for only one week. Second, we set no
lower limit for the duration of contact for Taiwan, but the Hungarian
diary keepers were instructed to record any contacts that lasted for
at least 5min, or other contacts that were significant to them. To
make our data as comparable as possible, we took several control
measures to minimize any possible ill effects of such discrepancies
between the two samples.

4.3. Cross-national samples: ego-level characteristics

To construct more compatible diary data from the two countries,
we extracted the first week’s data from Taiwan’s 3-month contact
diaries to match the Hungarian weeklong diaries. After screening
fordiary data sets that were completed with unique and identifiable
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Table 1
Egos’ background and the numbers of contacted alters.
Taiwan Hungary
N % N %
Gender
Male 21 41.2 58 42.0
Female 30 58.8 80 58.0
Total 51 100.0 138 100.0
Age
20-29 11 21.6 26 19.5
30-39 23 45.0 32 242
40-49 14 27.5 24 18.0
50-59 2 39 22 16.5
60-69 1 2.0 29 21.8
Total 51 100.0 133 100.0
Education
Elementary or lower 1 20 12 9.0
Secondary 31 60.8 80 60.2
Higher education 19 37.2 41 30.8
Total 51 100.0 133 100.0
Marital status
Single 13 25.5 45 33.1
Married 38 74.5 91 66.9
Total 51 100.0 136 100.0
Numbers of contacted alters
Average 51 17
S.D. 28 12
Minimum 14 1
Maximum 140 93
Total 2609 2335

alter names, we used diaries from 51 Taiwanese and 138 Hungar-
ian respondents for comparisons and further analyses. In addition
to data on the ego level, these diaries generate information about
2609 Taiwanese and 2335 Hungarian ego-alter ties. In the follow-
ing sections, we start with a summary of ego-level characteristics
in both samples, then use alter and ego-alter ties as the units of
analyses for comparisons in the size and composition of egocentric
networks.

Table 1 lists the distribution of respondents’ socio-
demographical characteristics. The diary samples at the ego
level in both countries resemble each other in terms of gender
composition: 58.8% of the Taiwanese sample and 58.0% of the
Hungarian sample are female. In both samples, the rates of those
who completed secondary education (60.8% and 60.2%, respec-
tively) are also nearly equal. More Hungarian than Taiwanese
respondents received only elementary-school education, while in
Taiwan respondents with higher education are overrepresented.

The socio-demographic background characteristic that differed
the most between the two samples was age distribution. More
of the Taiwanese respondents were younger when they kept the
diaries: 94% of them were below age 50, while in Hungary only
61% were younger than that age. In contrast, only one Taiwanese
respondent (2.0%) was older than 60, but more than one-fifth of the
Hungarian respondents (21.8%) were over that age.

5. Network size and composition

The contact networks built over one week are by no means com-
prehensive, but the diary data give some preliminary indications.
Aslisted in Table 1, our initial cross-national comparison of the con-
tact network size is based on the average number of alters named
in one week. The most obvious difference is in the sheer numbers
of alters recorded in the two countries. During the 7-day period, 51
Taiwanese respondents named 2609 alters altogether, but the total
number of alters named in the 138 Hungarian weeklong diaries was
only 2335. Even with nearly three times as many contact diaries
as their Taiwanese counterparts, the Hungarian respondents had
fewer total contacts in one week.

Given the big difference between the two samples in the total
numbers of contacted alters in one week, it is not surprising that
the average weeklong Hungarian contact network size (17) was also
significantly smaller than that of the Taiwanese (51). Some signs of
social isolation are evident among the Hungarian respondents: for
example, a Hungarian woman named only one alter with whom
she had contact during the whole week, and 25% of the Hungarians
had contact with fewer than 10 people.

The striking difference appears to be partly due to the slight
discrepancy in the operational definitions of the “contacts” to be
recorded, or different age and education structures of the sam-
ples. In our research design, however, we tried to control for some
of the most obvious biases. On the one hand, even though the
lower cut-off point of contact duration was 5min in the Hun-
garian diary study, the respondents also recorded those contacts
that lasted shorter than 5 min but were considered important to
them. This practice would have helped include brief and fleeting
contacts with important alters in the Hungarian diaries. On the
other hand, while the Taiwanese respondents recorded everyone
with whom they had contact during the week, in our analyses, we
only include those alters whom ego could identify and name. Thus,
even though in the original design all strangers and those with
fleeting contacts were recorded, in the current study we have prac-
tically excluded strangers, unnamed, and unidentifiable persons
from our data. In other words, even though our diary studies were
not totally compatible, we have taken various control measures
to make the criteria of alters as compatible as possible in the two
countries.

The different age and education structures may also partially
explain why network size varied so greatly across countries. In
Hungary, as elsewhere, the elderly and the less educated are more
excluded socially. They generally do not meet many people, and
their network size clearly shrinks (Albert and David, 1999, 2007).
Because older and less educated respondents are significantly more
represented in the Hungarian sample, this may play an important
role in the big gap between the two countries.
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Table 2 Table 4
Regression of contact network size. Types of alter’s relationships to ego.
Independent variables Model 1 Model 2 Types of relationships Taiwan Hungary
Male —3.430(3.595) —-3.297 (2.781) N % N %
Age group ~2.391(1.340) 0.581(1.072)
Education 4,189 (3.149) 3.085 (2.438) Spouse 38 1.5 71 3.1
Taiwan (base = Hungary) - 33.998 (3.133) Parent 53 20 131 2.7
Constant 25,510 (9.007)" 9.981(7.113) Child 48 18 138 6.0
N 178 178 Sibling ) ) 72 2.8 99 43
Adj. R? 0.022 0.415 Immedlatefamlly ) (211) (8.1) (439) (19.1)
Other kin (extended family) 286 11.0 316 13.6
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. Family and relative 497 19.1 755 32.7
*p<.05.
" p<.01 Neighbor 192 7.4 232 10.0
" p< '00] School (classmate, teacher) 173 6.7 113 4.9
o Colleague 621 239 367 15.9
Other work-related 288 11.1 139 6.0
When we controlled for age and education level in either Analy- Close friend 198 76 342 14.8
is of Variance or Regression on network size, however, the overall Acquaintances 394 152 16 07
SI.S 0 g ; . N v Club members/service workers 162 6.2 246 10.6
difference between the two countries remained highly significant Others 75 29 101 4.4
(p<.001). In fact, the country variable alone accounted for nearly Non-kin 2103 80.9 1556 67.3
one half of the total variance explained (12 =0.427, Appendix A). Total number of alters 2600 100.0 2311 100.0

Likewise, in multivariate regression analyses, gender, age, and edu-
cation combined to explain about only 2.2% of why the size of
contact networks varied among the respondents in two countries
(Table 2, Model 1). When taking the country variable into account,
that proportion of the explained variance also jumped sharply
to 41.5% (Table 2, Model 2). Thus, even though individual char-
acteristics may help explain why contact networks vary among
respondents, the difference between the two countries remains too
large to ignore.

Previous cross-cultural studies have noted the small, sparse, and
less supportive nature of Hungarian personal networks (Hollinger
and Haller, 1990; Albert and David, 2007). Whether it is personal
experiences (Kornai, 2006) or social network surveys conducted in
other former communist countries (Vélker and Flap, 2001), empir-
ical studies suggest that 25 years, the amount of time that has
passed since the fall of communism, are simply not enough to bring
about certain changes in the main structure of personal networks.
In ex-socialist countries, weak ties remain difficult to establish and
egocentric networks are hard to expand, particularly among certain
socio-demographic groups (e.g., older people, the less educated, or
rural residents). In addition, 15 years after the Transition the level
of general trust was still low and limited. In fact, more than two
third of respondents felt that the level of general trust had even
decreased, while close family and friends were the only people to
seek help from when facing any problems, or to whom they could
disclose personal matters (Kopasz et al., 2008).

When we compare the average network sizes by respondents’
socio-demographic characteristics, other differences seem to exist
as well (Table 3). All of the three socio-demographic characteris-
tics (gender, age, education) have quite different effects in the two
countries. While women (57) have larger networks than men (43)
in Taiwan, the average sizes of women’s and men’s networks are

Table 3
Average numbers of alters by socio-demographics.
Taiwan Hungary
Gender
Male 43 17
Female 57 17
Age
18-29 38 20
30-39 45 19
40 and more 69 15
Education
Secondary school or lower 56 15
Higher education 44 23

virtually the same (17) in Hungary. Network size remains similar
across the three age groups in Hungary, except for a small decrease
among those over 40 years old. In contrast, network size in Taiwan
increases from those in their 20s and 30s to those in their 40s and
older. As shown in Table 1, only 17 Taiwanese respondents (33.4%)
were over age 40 compared to nearly 56.3% in the Hungarian sam-
ple. Thus one should be cautious about associating network size
with age in any linear terms. Our diary data show that Taiwanese
egocentric networks tend to expand as people head to their mid-
age careers or life cycles. After that stage, our ego-level sample size
was too small to indicate any trend.

Like age structure, education level also seems to play a dif-
ferent role in the two countries. In Hungary the higher-educated
respondents had larger contact networks. As other studies have
indicated (Albert and David, 1999, 2007), while the number of
family, relatives, and strong ties are similar among people with
different education levels, the better-educated tend to have many
more non-kin contacts, such as colleagues, friends, and acquain-
tances. This pattern appears to be opposite to that in Taiwan. On
average, those college-educated respondents have fewer contacts
during the week. Nonetheless, such a pattern differs from other
findings using large representative survey data (Fu, 2005). Once
again, due to the small number of egos in Taiwan'’s contact diaries,
particularly those with higher education, the finding here remains
tentative.

In addition to network size, the two samples also differ in net-
work composition in terms of the role relationships. We classified
all ego-alter ties into following relationships: spouse, parent, child,
sibling, other kin, neighbor, school relations (classmates, teachers),
colleagues, close friends, acquaintances, other work-related, club
members or service workers, and others. The first four types are
further grouped into “immediate family.”

The immediate family comprises about 19.1% of all alters in the
Hungarian weeklong contact diaries, while only 8.1% in Taiwan
(Table 4). This large difference reflects two sides about the role of
immediate family in the two countries. On the one hand, because
there are 138 Hungarian respondents and only 51 Taiwanese coun-
terparts, the average number of immediate family members for
each ego in Hungary (3.2) is slightly lower than that in Taiwan
(4.1). On the other hand, due to much smaller contact networks
in Hungary, the immediate family actually plays a larger role there
in quantitative terms. In comparison, the percentage of other kin
members is only slightly higher in Hungary (13.6%) than in Taiwan
(11.0%).
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