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Abstract 

Background 

Disability involves functional decline and/or difficulties in performing roles or activities. The 

possibility of developing a disability and the risk of death both increase in late life. Social relations 

may prevent or alleviate disability by providing information, giving support, promoting self-

affirmation and encouraging self-efficacy, thus constituting an important factor in the disablement 

process. 

Objectives  

The purpose was to estimate which social network characteristics relate to survival  by disability 

status among older people in Europe. 

Data and Methods 

We analysed people aged 50+ since Wave 4 of SHARE (2010-2011) until the end of Wave 7 (2017). 

One respondent from each couple were included in the Cox survival analysis (n = 32,145). 11.4 % 

(3,650) of respondents died during the observation period. The dependent variable was timing of 

death. For the survivors, the last interview time was calculated as the exit time. For 314 of those who 

had died, the time of death was not identified from the interview, and this was imputed based on the 

country-specific age and sex-based average probability of dying. 12 European countries were 

included. 

Results 

Those with no limitations and abundant networks (2+ members) were best off in terms of survival, 

followed by respondents with no limitations and one network member. The number of children in 

one’s network did not influence the timing of death by disability status. There were no significant 

differences in survival by disability according to the emotional closeness with network members. 

Conclusions 

Larger networks protect from dying earlier among those with activity limitations as well as those 

without. People with health concerns benefit from having more confidants around, but not to the 

same extent that non-limited persons with one or more confidants do. Children appear in one’s 

network when one develops serious health concerns. 


