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Individual level social capital research has so far essentially proceeded in a quantitative fashion. Even when narrowly defined as an individual potential for the availability of additional future resources from network members (Van der Gaag & Snijders, 2004), social capital measurement still involves a substantial number of methodological issues to be addressed. In terms of general instrument use, the last ten years of research have seen a growing popularity of the Position Generator measurement instrument (see e.g. edited volumes such as Lin & Erickson, 2008 and an overview of studies provided on www.xs4all.nl/~gaag/work, where also instrument examples can be found). 

The Position Generator (PG; Lin & Dumin, 1986; Lin Fu, Hsung, 2001) is a life domain independent or ‘content free’ measurement instrument for individual level social capital, usually developed for research in modern, Western societies without considering specific areas of goal attainment or subpopulations. The instrument typically asks about a systematic list of 10–30 different occupations varying in prestige value whether the respondent ‘knows’ anyone having this occupation. Subsequently, it is checked for each occupation whether alters are known as family members, friends, and/or acquaintances.
 At its basis are Lin’s theories on an hierarchy modeled society according to an occupational prestige continuum (Lin, 1982, 2001), giving thought to hypotheses that having access to persons with higher-prestige occupations leads to 1) access to large resource collections, and 2) alters that may exert more important influence in their (second-order) social networks. Third, many researchers use the additional hypothesis stating that a more diverse network is more beneficial social capital (Erickson, 2003). Social capital measures resulting from PG data (most often used are highest accessed prestige, range in prestige and occupational diversity) are therefore all based on the idea that patterns in the occupations of network members represent useful qualities of social resource collections.
Although an enthusiastic application of PGs to many social capital studies has enabled better overall comparison between efforts, there are several validity issues to the PG at both instrument and item level that have not often been addressed. At the instrument level, the aim of the method to measure a complete picture of social capital based on the universality of job prestige to represent social resources can be challenged (Van der Gaag, Snijders & Flap, 2008). Moreover, the selection and wording of PG items from a spectrum of all possible occupations to represent social capital proceeds from a certain theoretical rigor, yet involves many educated and intuitive choices bound to vary between instrument versions,
 potentially leading to imbalanced or internationally incomparable selections of items.
 However, in this presentation we focus on the item validity of current versions of the PG in particular.

Ideally, respondents say “yes” to PG items only when they actually know someone having that occupation, and that person can be taken to represent a part of someone’s social capital. Owing to social capital’s definition this is the case when an alter also knows ego, and ego is in some way in a position to ask alter for some favour – be it even a minor one such as reflecting on an experience, or giving advice. Several likely scenarios deviating from this ideal situation are possible, since older studies have already shown that people are only vaguely aware of the actual professions of their network members (Laumann, 1969).
Therefore, and first of all, some actual alters positively matching an occupation may simply not come to mind when a PG is used (1). This can be because ego either does not think of that alter at the time of measurement but is aware of alter’s occupation (1a), or does not factually know the occupation of alter at all (1b). While (1a) seems likely for weak ties not frequently encountered, (1b) can refer to any relationship in which professional activities are simply never an issue in conversation. Whichever explanation, (1) leads to an under-representation of social capital.
Second, a PG item-specified occupation and a resembling occupation of an alter coming to mind may substantially differ. This situation, which gets more likely when item occupations leave more room for interpretation (e.g. ‘manager’, ‘doctor’, ‘civil servant’), may develop in two ways. Ego may respond positively to an item occupation lower (2) or higher (3) in prestige than an actual alter occupation. Where (2) leads to under-representations of social capital, (3) leads to an over-representation of prestige. 
Third, irrespective of any occupational misrepresentation, respondents can respond positively but erroneously to an item because they do not actually personally know someone in that occupation. In one scenario, such ‘false positive’ answers are given when people interacted with only professionally are mistaken for personal network members (4) (e.g. doctors, teachers, and directors of firms). This would lead to an over-representation of social capital, although this situation could be clarified or eliminated by further asking for a specification of the relationship with alter. In a second scenario, social desirability may enter measurement when PG occupations sound too salient to confess not to know anyone having it while this is not true at all in reality (5) (e.g. ‘cool’ occupations, such as artists, police officers or lawyers). This effect, also inducing an over-representation of social capital, however seems less likely than merely ‘beefing up’ actual alters’ prestige merits (3).

Although these effects (1-5) lead to over-or underestimations of social capital representations in opposite directions, they may all potentially lead to distortion in terms of lower reliability and validity of the instrument. Since so far few studies have been published explicitly discussing validity and reliability tests of PG items, in this paper we empirically observe the validity of PG item sets for three separate versions of the instruments. First of these is a 30-item PG developed by Webber (2009) for a general UK population. Second example is a PG recently (winter 2011) constructed and employed for a study among a cohort of medium level vocational students in their teenage years. This PG uses 30-item modified design, including two to three related but separate occupations per item. A third 30-item PG version stems from the Dutch first wave SSND (1999-2000) questionnaire (Van der Gaag, Snijders & Flap, 2008). For the first study, both a focus group and expert panel were employed to respond to the content validity of the items, while a selection of individual respondents was interviewed about the content of their PG responses immediately after completing their questionnaire for both other studies. 
In our results, we aim to shed to light on which of the hypothesized scenarios seems to occur most often, whether any other, additional mistakes are being made, which classes of item wordings are most likely to cause misunderstandings with respondents, which groups of respondents are most sensitive to such issues, and moreover how distorting effects could be avoided by future PG composers.
� There has been limited systematic use of answer categories and formats so far.


� These include the specificity and comprehensibility of names of occupations included, a diversified and evenly spread representation of occupations among both the status ladder and societal domains, a small enough bandwith of job prestige for each occupation, and preferably also an even representation of typically male and female jobs as well as cultural and financial resource collections that usually come with the occupations. 


� In order for PG datasets to be truly comparable, we’d ideally like the ‘average respondent’ to say “yes” equally likely to comparable (sets of) items.


� In addition, researchers have occasionally reported experiences that some classes of respondents do not fully understand the central PG question asking to imagine occupations and to 'fill' them with people they actually know.


� Effect (5) seems especially likely in a face-to-face interview situation, although a tendency to avoid being seen as a ‘social loser’ may distort all social capital measurements in whichever modus.





