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THEIMPACT D e PANTS Q0 ADJUSTIG

T0ATRESETIL, LVENTS 3 ARLTHOG

Doer tie last tuo decades researchers and aractitioners have becoms

Gistely dre of Lhe wportant resources that social sup et systens supply

o people gtlempting to cope with stressful 1ifs events ((oth, 1976,
fowrash, 1977; ifendarsun, 107}, [n most cases, howayer, studies have
fucused unduly on superficial characteristics of social relationships,
fynaring what many researchers believe to be more critical determinants of
the adaptive value of social support. Lowenthal, for example, has re-
reatedly expressed dismay that, despite the impartance several theorists
attach to the need for intimacy, few investigators have measured the
quzlity. depth or reciprocity of socisl relationships in their attemts
to assess the stress-buf fering role of social support (Lowenthal and
faven, 1363; Lowenthal and Robinsan, 1976 Lowenthal and Weise, 1976).,
Hore recently, Ueiss (in press) concluded that, "While the 1ink between
interpersomal intimacy and one's state of well-being or adaptation may
seel gyident, there is very little documentation of . . . Lintimacy's)
rale as a respurce for adaptation in the face of stress.” To evaluate
this Tine aapirically, the present study assessed how having 4 confiding
spatisal relationship and/or a contidant outside the marital hond affected
peapie’s alility to cope with various stressful evenls ocourring during
the adult years,

Mthough analyses of confiding relationships have been infrequent,

appearing uften a5 peripheral components of o sludy, there 15 wounting

J
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‘b

pyidency i et value of Intirate velaliopamys i s fion

of nomerons slevssful situations, includine sevare i1ness (Benn,
Bhealchati amd faevis, 1975), job-related strecs (furic and Yeir, 1977)
il widoahes o (Bankoff, 1901: Glick, et al,, 1974, Loyata, 193 5ilver-
man, 90}, overtheless, lonsibudingl vindings reparted by Leaenthil
and Heiss (15/0) suggest that the positive effect tha! intimate relations
fave un adaptation dissipates over tioe and @5 subject to ace and yomder
variations,

Indeed, Lath the Vikelihuod of kaving & confidant and the prospects
for carefiting from intimate attachments ceci to vary by aue, venger,
narital and socio-economic status, although studies heve disagresd
augut G divection of these effects, in wost investigations. wonen
were mre [Tkely than men to have & confidant and to reach beyond their
sfouse for intimacy and affection (Arth, 1962- Banth, 1972; Lowentha'
and Haven, 1968; Powers and Bultens, 1876; Tigges, Cowgill and Habenstein,
1940}, Researchers also have concluded that marriage deprasses confiding
behayior with friends and relatives (Sooth and flese, 1974, Povers and
Jultena, 1976) anc tiat fntimite relationships--with both spouse and
other associatas--diminish with age (Aeth, 1962: Weiss, in press),
Luriously, however, the wost frequently cited study {Lowenthal and Naven,
1966) reported no age-related decline and fourd the proportion of
individuzls having confidants to be higher anong niarried: than widowed or
single respandents--findings contradictory to other studies probably
because Lowenthal and Haven investigated an older sample (over age &0)
Reports af the effects of sorio-sconomic status are inconsistent

Powers and BuTtena (1976) found that males, but not feuales, wers more
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Tively 1o have o Zlose friond i they hag 4 velabively Tew Incones
Bt in Lowenthal and Haven's (1963} sampie, conlidants wees myre comion
arend respuadents of higher socig-ncenmaic stafus, rosardlens of conter,

Be Lo Lhe benefits Lestoved fy canfidants, Weisa [in press)

f Tife evente for oider [aver are 5 fut retorauRger adnlts, Turdady,

e Fpuied taxs 1%hoagh the Tevel of intimecy with one's spoute qererally
wit Toae 0 older age groups, its effect s & uffer to stress wis
hicher  In fact, young women who scored high on Heiss' intimacy scales
sufferva siynificen ; pore stress from 1ife avents than those with low
scores, ‘wang aiddle-aged individesls, Pxloore and Lufkart (1972} found
A stgnificant positive correlativn between having a confidant ang 1ife
sabisfaction far males onlv, whersas in Lowenthal and Haven's (1968)
shady 6f alder peogle, the marale of both men and women was ernanced by
having & confidant,

soig researchers have questioned whether certain types of confiding
relationships are more adaptive than athers. Weiss (in press), for
exdnple, reasoned that since the leval of intimacy with friends tends
to rewain constant across adulthaod while spousal intimaty qererally
declines, intiwate friendships stiou'd be a mere significant respurce
than the spausa] relationship in adapting to siress; hic data, however,
revealed just the opposite pattern, Similarly. Ounckley and Lutes
(1979) fuund that whenever the type of confidint had a significant
effect an the Vife satisfaction of their elderly respondents, higher
ratisfactign was assoriated with having a family menber rather than g
friend o haiping professicnal as a confidant. This seems to contradicl
i puner of studies reparting thit worala among the elderly is influpnced

rare by relationships with friends than relatives (see Brown, 1931).

O
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hnotser unsetlied fssur involves Hhe Coaneralive f Far L iyen,
T coping with strescful moents of pelying din ong or b confidasts
fstoad uf 4 Targer wotwart of less it imale relationsins . In their
effart e emslivate Semg, ot g1 s (10750 ni i e valoe pf
all inline e 3asgiate fn averbing distress following 4 sovere 1linss

fillar and fnghyn COUCH Sound mal only Uiey the 6ot oy e orenes

Tor women than sen ut alsn that several oo HIRTAEARE £ spemstl Lo
provide just s effective 3 baffer to distress a5 o confidant did,
This contraticts denderson, eu al,'s (1970} finding that neurolic
Symptams were heightened mare by the shsence of intinate attachaiote
than by 2 lack o f superficial relationships. Yet, Granovetter (1973
drquad that i many cases o "lnase-hnit” social setsork with inkases
to individusls beyond ore's sun acquaintances provided more vieful
resgurces than g move intimite petwork of assaciates, Stidies o
individuals attempting to secure an illegal anortion (Le, 1969 or
and 4 job {Granovetter, 1974) supported this thesis. lndeed, Miss
and Kugpers' (1974) finding tnat personality and Vifestyle inflysnce
whetner an individual develaps intimate or detached relationships
sugfests that the adaptivenass of confidant relatioas may depend on
whether or not they are compatible with the fndividual's interpersonal
disposition. This could explain, for exanple, why Losenthal (1964
fourd that the older persons mast vulnerable to psychiatric hmspitali-
zation or low norale were not 1ife-Tong isolates but indiyiduals who
liad tried and farled to establish intimate relationships,

I sum, the patterns and contradictions that have energed from
investinations af intimale relatienships underscare the need for 4 nove

systematic and comprehensive analysis of how confidants affect people’s



affoets Ly cope with stressful Vife events. The aim of the present
stidy v (6 provide such an analysis by addressing four mafor
questions. First, are the positive effects of confidants applicable

byt fvs fow cppri i Tupes of otresefy) myont

Lokt pave bon

exaringd or do they apply across the range of events that are likely
W aeewr g adulihood? Second, are these effects mediated by
status? Third, does the type of assacizte--cpouse, relative, friend,
ete.=-with whom one builds an intimate relatinnshin make a4 diffarence?
Finally, is it possible to weigh the conparalive advantage of having

a confidant versus relying upon g rore loose-kAit support network?

a0

sample

The present study was part of 2 longitudinal investigation
concerned with how peopie adjust to major 1ife events and stressful
siluations oecurring across adulthood. The inftial “hase line"
intervigws were conducted in 1972 with 2299 individials wha, collec-
tively. farned o representative semple of adults age 14 to 65 living
in the Chicago Urbanized Area. The sample was qenerated hy a house-

holil cluster nethod among randonly selected blocks and census tracts.

My
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The sex of the ntendsd respondent was prelisted Lo onsure an aqual
representation of males and famles. Other dotails of the sampling
procedure are avaitable elsewhore (bearlin, 1975).  In 1976, every
mevher ut the prigined ol cie cwld Do laca il gl peeaadied T
participate fna "follm-up <tudy vas reintervieged. Dacept for
their lower gocrg-economic status afd mgher averane aie, the 1/
percent (p=31] + g were located but refused to participate again

did rot differ significantly from the 1106 respondents who were
reinterviowed. However, corgared to a1l 1193 hase line respondents
wha were nat reintervieeed, the 1106 who did participate in the
mﬂwmpﬂMymwdhmwwﬁmﬂﬁywnamwﬁﬁ!deﬁhww
high in socio-economic status, and were biased toward the more stable,

satisfied and moderately stressed portions of the original <anple,

Suclal Hetwork Measures

The follow-up interview contained a nuber of quostions des ignad
to evaluate the respondent's informal social support netwark. The
central question for the present study was, "Anang jaur friends and
relatives, excluding vour spouse, fs there someone you feel you can
tell just about anything 1o, shmeané you can count on for understanding
afd advice?"=-to which respandents could answer "none”, "one persan”
or "nore than one," Those who acknowledged one or more confidants
also indicated the hasis of the relationship(s) {friend, sibling, etc.).
Married respondents were cansidered to have 3 confiding spousal relation-

ship if tigy strongly dgroed with Che statwient, Iy spouse is soneone



I can veally tall with about things that are important to e, fn sun. the data incorporated cight Wisensions of sacis]

Respordents also reported how freguentiy {vary often, fairly aften, support: Uhe proximity af prisary relationships {clowe Friends aid

once in 4 while, never, or none gvailable) they talied about important relativas). the notvark's diversity (nasber of different types of

persunal problens with eacn oF seven caiggqories o7 informal associdles: Vil | uvse e i by Uiy ol viibaut], et

parentr, in-laws, adult childeen (over age 17), spouse, othar rels- ness of the neighorhogd, the strength of prediconsitions Lo cpnfide

oo, fragnd neighbors. Then they indicated whether they could am] seek Lielp, the nefwori's intinacy (gemeral deqree of confiding!

usua iy, smmeLives or never count on each of these types of associates and perceived dependability (for energency help), and the preserce

for wlp in an emeruency,  The mean response acrass all available or abisence af confiding relationships (with spouse and heyord spouse).

categaries formed the network ntimacy and dependability scorss, LYENLS and e peaesting

resnectivily, [n the follow-up interview, o “ndents were asked which of 16

To megsure the nare cormon, quantitative dimensions of socis)

support, respondents were askad whether any relatives (and it 50,  uase TINE JMerview. They inoicaled how troubilesome ea

;qﬁgt types) and/or clase friends Vivad within an hour's drive and, encountered had been and, if "someshat” or i'VEF':Y" troublesome, whether

if o, fiw aften in a typical month they got together with these or not they had approached anyore for advice or assistance. Those who

peoji‘e. They also reported how frequently they spake in parson or reported seeking help were exked whom they had conlacted. The ather

by ghane with the cateqories of inform’ associates Visted in the troubled respondents were asked to indicate whith of six reasons

available formed the netwark diversity scare, and the maan response on b checked): they felt able to handle it alone, they felt no one

311 available categories fomed the metwork activity score. To measure would be capsble of or interested in helping, they knew no one to

“the coliesiveness of the proximal network, respondents were ashed how alk to, they thought it was too wersonal, or they decided that seek-

many things people in the neighborhood had in common, how many pggﬁ]p: ing help took tog much effort, [n 4 similar fashion respondents

woved in a1d out of the area, how often neighbors socialized together, described the day-to-day frustrations and aggravations evauntered in

and bow many were active in organizations outside the local area. four agult roles [work, money mansgement, narriage and parenthood) and,

Tuo questions from the base Tine study measured general attitudes for those with nunerous Frustrations, how troublesome they had been,

tbout self-disclosura and seeking help. Respondents indicated whether Those who reported being “somewhat” or "very" troubled wece ashed

they agreed or dicsgreed that, "It fs difficult for me to talk about my- fiether o7 nod Lhey suuht help, Main, for each troublesone role,

self with uther peaple’ and "l ustally try to talk out my problens with the helpers contacted or ressons for ot seeking assistance were

ither peaple.”

ERIC o 10
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recordud. Ty conbining the responses to a1l meants and role-related
Frustrelions it was possible to classify each respandent a5 4 help-
reeher {someone who consulted others for 2t laast one troublesone
et oF sel ot role frastrations), a non-seeher (someans who handled
changer (souzane v experienced ose or more changes bub was naver
troubled by them) or a non-changer {sorvone who had encountered
neither events nor substantial role frustrations since the baze line
jtoryied)

Heasures of Hell-being

T

o assess the inpact of 1ife events on psycholenicai well-being,
the follow-up interview repeated three measures from the hase-line

study: Rosenderq's (1365) self-esteen scale, the anxiety end depres-

sion sub-scales of the Hopking Smptans Checklist (lerogatis, et al.,
1974}, and @ psychalogical distress scale designed specifically for
this study, [he distress scale is iie most meaningful indicator in
e present study because it measured nost directly Lie degree of
aiotional upsel triggered by the events and frustrations enumerated
by & respondent (for details of the scale's construction, see Pearlin,
1979]. scures for gdch neasure vepresented the mean response 4cross

1L,

Fupes

Across the sample as a whole, 85 percant of the rocpundents ackid-

o 1

RIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

edged naving @ confidant (oot dncluding their spousel, and stightly
gvar ane=hall claiwed to heve vore than org such vt eliip [sen
table 1), Witk age, booevir, the Vikelihoo! of having @ confidant
dimimhied sigmictlys e preport e ot older adults (uver age )
Tacking an inbinate comanion was twice as high as anong vanmg adults
(under age 35); the age difference was mare prongunced for ner
GO 106 ) than o 0 () ¢ GG n
Harried and separated individuals were necrly twice as likely to be
without @ conficant as divorced, widoned or single respondents. Abaut
twice as many males as females failed to report a confidant. Al though
eqial proportions of nlacks and whites lacked 3 confidant, blacks
were significantly less likely to have more than one such campanion.
Socig-econgmic status, as measured by educational lovel, ¢id not tlearly
Cifferentiate people with versus withaut an intinate associate, In
qenera|, theﬁ! social background differences in the 1ikelihaod of
having a confidant concurred with findings fram previous siudies.
Friemds were the most comon type of associate selected for an
intinate relationship. They were netioned by nearly three-fourths of
the respandents who had o confidant, Qver one-fourth claimed a sibling
and 16 percent selected a more distant relative. As would be expected,
the proportion rowinating a parent diminished signifiznatly with age,

v (2) = 602, p o 000, while the percentage naming a child increased,

a

v (2) =335, 0 01 Otherwise, social backaround (age, gender and
race) had no significant effect on the type of assaciate chosen for a

cenfiding relatinnship.

12



Table |

Oitterences In Sacial Background Among Respondents

with Twy of More, One, or No Confldant(s)

Twa Ong No .
_or Hore Gﬁjf!daﬁ’r C_@_r_’:f Idant X df Signif.
SN 8NN

Tofal 550504 % 4 15 (%) - - -

140 4 .08
N B0 2w 100
W s ()3 (52 15 (T1)
5.5 41 (350 MO (99 19 (54)

lundor B4 2 .00
o S8 7 e 2 (W
Temila 5 (3510 3 (23 10 (a6

Race a2
White 55 (817 M (249 14 U3
Black 42 (68 4 (710 15 (24

Harital Status 18,76 § .03
Harried S (4) 32 24 17 (1
Separated 3 (1) 48 (1) W [ 4)
Diviroud 63 L8 21 12 10 O 8
Hidowes 5 (5 3T L8 8l

- Bimle 65 (o) /1) 71046

Edugrtion {yrs) 8.6 6 .000
(ade 17 e 4 L 18 04N
I? 5 (195 30 ogn 17 A0

13« 14 S (138 76 (Ad) 1B (4D
wortorg B4 (138 26 (5D 10 L2

Characteristics of Sucial Support,

The pervasiveness of confidants raised the possibility that people
without such a relationship sinply lacked a social network sufficiently
large or cohesive or close at hand to generate intinate Les. The dala,
hawever, provide only marginal support for this hypothesis (see table 2).
lontrolTing for age, gender and race, the networks of respondents who
had confidants were no nore diverse than among those who lacked an in-
timate companion. An overwhelning and equivalent proportion of each
group (about 85 percent) reported relatives living nearky, althuugh
respondents with confidants had a greater variety of relatives close at
hand. Since most confidants mentioned were friends, it is not surtrising
that pesple with friends 1iving nearby were more 1ikely to bave an in-
timate companion. Indeed, virtually everyone reporting more than one
confiding relationship had close friends 1iving within an hour's drive,
tompared to only three-quarters of respondents without 4 confidant. The
iinﬂuenc;e of nefghborhond cohesivenass was similarly equivacal. (n the
gne hand, respondents without intimate ties fali their neighbors had
comparatively fewer things in common; on the other, t‘hey reported fewer
reighbors being active in groups outside the ares and described rates of
neighborhood sociahility and nability that were equivalent to reports of
réspﬁndents who had confidants. |

In contrast to diversity, praximity and cohesiveness, the influence
of activity (frequency of contact with network members) on the 1ikel thood
of having  confidant was clear and consistent. Among respondents re-
parting friends 1iving nearby, less than a third with no intimate Lies

saw friends once a week or more, conpared to nearly one-half of those with




Table 2

Ditferencos on Neasures of Soclal Networks and Help-Seeking Attitudes

Mmong Paspondents with Two or Yore, One, or No Confidant(s)

Mean Diversity Seora’ 4,82 487 480 0.5 2,9% s,

§ with relativalg) ) L
fiving nearby | 8.8 86 M5 4

wnp
=

Uean # different types ) )
of relatives nearby L8624 241 626 2,106 .0

% with good friend(s) - -
living nearby %.5 888 756 605 2 .00
f doscribing neighbors as:’

Maving few things S
in comon 4 40 %0 B34 000

Rarely active in o
non=lacal groups 4 M5 4 BB 4 W

Parely secializlng
tongther LTS T VIV B T 7 05
Farely moving in § qut 44,7 434 8.7 1.3 4 ns,

1 seeing neorby relatives , 7 -
twice per month or less™* 363 48,7 L6 1A & .0

3 soeing naarby friends o
teien por manthoor fess?* 303 427 8.0 WS & .0

lean Acivity Score’ 276 259 240 L8 2,0% 000

v Hindio 11 hard to 7 o .
balk abeut cali .3 3 W00 470 60 000

»whn usually talk o _ -
ot probl s 04 @5 M5 188 6 0

Hoan [ntimacy Score’ 247 1% 170 1357 1,996 .00

Nean Dependability Seore’ 273 260 252 1920 2,99 000

Wontrallim for effects of age, gender and race.

"Fecludos R with no ralatives/aead friends |iving nearby,

Rospone coteqories for y' analyses were: wny/often, some, low/fire,

“er.pﬁ.n%u cateqarios for x; analysns wera! ReVer, ohce of twice/manth,
Yt 4 Hmes, mire of ten,

more than one confidant. I[nteractions with nearby relatives reflected
a similar pattern, as did the neasure of general network activity acrgsg
11 types of infornal associates. All of these differences were fo-
dependent of age, gender and race,

Favorable attitudes toward self-disclosure and seeking help also
seemed to enhance the chances of having a confidant. Three-fifihs of
the respondents without intinate ties confessed to having trouble
talking about themselves with others, conpared to ane-half of those
with one and only two-fifths of those with nore than one confidant. Onl y
one-half of those without a confidant felt they usually tried to talk
over problens with others, compared to two-thirds of those with one
or more fitinate relationships, These differences diminishied with age
and failed to appear among blacks, Yet, contralling for the effects
of age, race and gender, the network intinacy and dependability scale
scares were both significantly higher among respondents who had confidants.

In sum, the Tikel{Anod of havfng 2 confidant did not seem to reflect
simply the availability of social supporcs. The more discrininating
factars tnvolved how responients perceived and related to their social
networks. Those who reported an intimate relationship interacted with
infornal associates more fraquently, sought the counsel of 3 variety
of network nenbers with greater regqularity, felt nore at ease revealing
problems and persanal information to others, and expressed greater
confidence that infornal assocfates would respand to requests for help.

Since individuals who lacked confidants also appeared to have

it is not surprising that they found 1t more difficult to solicit and

16



receive assistance in coping with major Tife changes (see table 3).

Mthough the groups reported an equivalent nusber of events and role-

related frustrations, only one-half of those without confidants, compared

to two-thivds of respandents with an fntimate companion, elected to
seek help. Social background, however, mediated this relationship:
having a confidant failed to alter the 1ikelihood of help-seeking among
the elderly, anong females and among blacks.

differentiated respondents with versis withéut confidants. While some
respondents maintained that they deferred from help-seeking simply
because they felt they could handie the problem without assistance,

G0 percent of the non-seekers who lacked confidants, conpared to 60
percent of non-seekers who had a confidant, expressed some reluctance
to spproaching others for assistance, This difference was not iffected
by ge, gender or race.

Anong respondents who did consult others, having an intimate
relationship seemed to affect the type of helpers pedple approached.
While most help-seekers looked to their informal network {friends,
neighbors, co-workers, family members or other relatives) to provide
issistance, one-fourth of those who lacked confidants were entirely
dependent upon professionals, conpared to only 10 percent of the help-
seekers who had confidants. Again, fowever, the difference dininished
with age and was characteristic of males but not females and whites
but npt blacks.

Inpact on hell-Being
With conparatively weak social networks and strong dispositions

against tyrning to others for support, respondents without confidants

Tabie 3

'
Ditterences In Help-Seeking Bahavior and Well-Belng Among

Regpondents with Two or More, One, o Mp Confidant(s)

Two Ne Con=
orbora,  One  fldant
AN WUNES HUTINS S Y
Anong R's reporting
gvents, proportion:
Maver troublad 0 (2160 4003 4 (&) 009 2 .5,
At least onca 60 (376) &0 (2000 59 ( 88
Among troubled R's,
propertion seehing
halp:
Haver RO e 40400 60 7 05
At laast once 63 (223) 67 {13) 3 ( 4a)
Amang non-seekers,
proportion wha were:
Sal f=ral lant 4045 Bl 008 % 2 05
Reluctant 55053 6040 BTN
Mnong hal p-saakers,
proportion contact=
fng:
Frofessionals only 10 C23) 10013} (12 10.8% 4 i/}
Inf. assecs, only 47 (1050 20700 19118
Bath 41095 BOR 35(16)
Maan Nean Hean i
Swro  Swra Sk F 0 p
Distrass scale’ 1.3 .70 175 45T 2,000 .05
Self-esteem scale' 362 3% L& ae6 20000 .0
Sympoms scale’ ] .35 L3 2% 2,79 .0

! Cantrol ling for 1he affects of ane, gander and race.
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appeared to be more vulnerable to the potentially stressful fmpact of

1ife events, Their scores on the measures of psychological well- Table 4

being confimed this valnerability (see table 3). Controlling for the Niffarencas in Sacial Support, Help-3esking
” ; - . C i and Well-Baing by Type of Confidant(s)

effects of age, gender and race and adjusting for differences in initial

(base 1ne) scores, respondents without confidants reported significantly o o S

great_:'er psychological distress in the follow=up interview than those . ,
Both  Only  Oaly Nelther
Types Fr/hal Spouse Type X/F df  p

who had one or more intimate ties, Those without confidants also

exhibited significantly Tower self-esteem and slightly, but not

i i 5 ; - . Woan fitoo i gL i " . S .
significantly, higher levels of anxiety and depression. The only Moan Diversity Score’ 5,18 424 509 446 (174 3,94 000
significant interaction effect revealed that the absence of a con- Hean hctlvity Seore” 204 261 247 2B 82 300 W0

fidant had a greater impact on self-esteen anong women than nen, Hean Intinacy Score’ 213 200 180 149 3584 3,9 000
Confiding in One's Spouse Hean Dependabllity o
e Seore 2 260 2% LY 255 L9000

Collactively, these findings provide a bleak portrait of soctal , o
: % raporting one of

suports and adjustrents to stressful events among the fifteen percent nore froubl esone o o

W i FHTESS ! P changes %0 67,0 S a0 4% 3 .
of respondents who had no confidants. But the mage is mitigated by o

OF Tesponcents wno flad 16 (€ 5 o ! Jatec by 1 of troubled R's

the fact that two-thirds of these individuals were able to confide fa who ever sought help 674 688 T4 484 700 5 IO

air conuee. leaving only four percent of the sample without an % of non-seskers

their spouse, leaving only four percent of the sample without any b folt reluctant 7 .

confiding relationship. Nevertheless, the.nmeasures of soctal suppart fo seek asslshance 94,5 B6 TR0 g5 B4F 3 .5
e o o { ot halp-saakers
elp-seeking be d well-being part this four ta -

help-seeking behavior and well-belng portrayed this four percent as Wt consul e pro-

3 group with dramatically fnproverfshed resources and highy susceptible fessionals only 00 105 194 0.0 1373 .0

to stress (see table 4), Compared to groups of respondents who had Meon Distress Score’ 155 145 130 2.00 1846 3,886 .00

Mean el f=Estesn’

:_:i _' ,:,',, Pgi ffoc ba d L1 u'ei ”] n _ . R = in = as P 5 A
conf iding relationships with and/or beyond their spouse; and contralling Seore S s g LB 1060 3,883 000
for the effects of agg; gender, race and narital status, those who had o Syngtons Score® 18 14l LB 156 1006 3,8 00
o intimate Lies reported less diverse, less active and, a5 expected, e
Tess intinate soctal networks, as well as less confidence that inforua] ! Control ling for effacts of age, qender and race,
3 o dbusiline fnm sifs i _ o o i ded
e ; o T T T Controlling for effects of ane, vender, race and marifal stafus, and
assoclates could provide emergency assistance. They were ore Tikely to adjusting for b 11ne score on distrass/sal f-ostoen/symptons séale,

be bothered by one or more events or sets of role-related frustrations,
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yet Tess 1ikely to seek help or feel self-reliant in the face of
troublesome changes. Those who did turn to others were mich more
dependent upon professionals than were help-seekers who could confide
in their spouse and/or others. [t is 1ittle wonder, then, that
individuals with ng intinate relationship pasted higher levels of
psychological distress and psycho-somatic symptons as well as lower
self-asteen (again, adjusting for base 1ine differences in well-
being and controlTing for age, gender, race and marital status).

Dif ferences between respondents who confided only in their spouse
versus only in someone else were not as pronounced. Curiously,
however, although individuals who selected a confiding relationship
auts ide of marriage reported more active and intimste soctal networks,
and seenied better able to turn to others--especially informal associ-
ates=-for help or to exprass self-reliance in the face of troublesome
changes, they had somnewhat lower scores on measures of well-being

than did those who confided only in their spouse.

DISEUSSION

,,,,,

the absence of intimate ties leaves someone at a significant disadvantage
in the face of potentially stressful 1ife events. Respondents who had
no confidants, particilarly those who also were unable to confide in
thelr spouse. reported comparatively undependable social support net-

works, a relatively low inclination to turn to others for advice,

L

assistance or enotional support, and, understandably, greater doficits
in psychological well-being as a function of major 1ife changes. In
contrast to previous investizations, however, most of which focused
on one type of event or one age group, the present study was able to
document the benefits of confidants across a variety of stressful

The Tower frequency of confiding relationships among the elderly
was not surprising, Others have reported that, compared to young and
niddle-aged adults, an older person has more difficulty replacing
1968), or even maintaining relationships in the face of mouating and
tiresome dem2nds oflen thrist upon assoclates by the older person's
declining health and deprectated morale (Blau, 1973). flor was it
surprising that the proportion of older respondents without 2 confidant
{excluding spoise) was higher among men (31 percent) than wonen (10
percent), given the greater tendency among males to shy away from
{ntimate attachments and share confidences anly with their wife (Arth,
1962; booth; 1972; Lowenthal and Weiss, 1976; Powers and Bultena, 1976).

Considering the advantages bestowsd by intimate ties, the dis-
appearance of confiding relationships 1n old age was disconcerting, Of
taurse, some would araie that the findinos Indicate that confidants are
less effective rasources 1n old age than in earlfer years. since having a
confidant did not affect help-seeking behavior as nuch among older as
anong young and middle-aged respondents. But this age effect seemed
to reflect age differences in attitudes about seeking help more than
the waning adaptiveness of confidants. Among respondents who lacked

confidants, the proportion expressing reluctance to talk to others

2




)

about thenselves o their problens remained constant across age groups.

Avong those who had confidants, hawever, the proportion grew steadily
' tuthe point that, in later adulthood, they no Tonger appeared signifi-
cantly niorz coufortable confiding in others than did respondents with
1o intimate associates {excluding spouse). In contrast to these age
ianges n attitudes, age did not mediate the significant associations
betsieen confiding relationships and well-being: even in the oldest age
group, Tndividuals with intimate tles reported less distress and higher
seli-esteen, Apparently, then, the advantage that intinate relation-
ships supply to somegne confrontzd with stressful 1ife changes 1es not
only in the physical and enotional resorrces they provide when asked to
help, but in their sheer presence in the face of stress and in the con-
fidence they inspire that assistance and empathy are available if needed,
Given the loss of self-confidence and control over one's Tife that often
acconpany aging, the additiona] Toss of confidants in old age becones
all tﬁe more disconcerting. i

Having & confidant did not appear to be simply a means of conpen-
sating for the absence of an intinate spousal relationship since the
likelihood of reporting a confidant was unrelated to the degree 10
which respondeats felt they coul calk over prablems with their husband
o wife, [ndeed, thase two types of intimate ties (spousal and extra-
iarital} seemed to Em:i‘j:lurgge different approaches to stressful changes,
Individuals who lacked extra-narital conf idants but who could confide
in their spouse were Tess inclined to seek help for stressful events
and, when they did, mare dependent upon professionals than were re-
spondents whose intinate conpanions did not include their spouse. fat,

tie social networks anong these two groups were comparably active and

4 '

dependable, and both types of intimates helped to avert the deficits

in well-being that troublesome changes precipitated among respondents
with no confiding relationships at all. Although differences were not
dramatic, confiding in one's spouse appeared to provide slightly better
insurance against the stressful fnpact of major 11fe changes than relying
upor: friends or relatives as confidants. Surprisingly, having intimate
relationships both within and Eeytmﬂ the marital bond was na more
adaptive than confiding exclusively in one's spause. These findings -
reinforced the conclusions of other studies (Dunckley and Lutes, 1979,
Weiss, 1n press) that, anong several types of intinate companions, one's
husband or wife i the most effective buffer against stress. Inthe
present study, however, close friends and ralatives vere only narginally
less effective alternatives,

While sone researchers fiave been concerned with identifying the nost
adaptive type of intimate assaciate, others have speculated whether ‘
than a diverse network of superficial ties. The findings of the present
study question the neaningfulness of this fssue, since respondents who
have coni idants also were Dikely to have relabively active and diverse
social networks. Indeed, since respondents with confidants tended to
display "healthier' netiorks in 8 variety of respects, ong canngt be
certain whether the differences chserved in this study reflected the
advantages of having a confidant i particular o of having suphortive
social networks in general. Tn all fairness, however, perhaps the
present data were not well suited to evaluating the comparative effective-
ness of having one or two confidants versus a wealth of acquaintances,

since the more sacially isolated, unstable and highly stressed members
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of the ariginal sanple were under-represented in the follow-up survey.
[n fact, the findings probably overestimate the propartion of urban
adults who have confidants, as well as the proportion whose social
netwarks provide an effective buffer to stressful 1ife events.

I have presented the findings i a manner that suggests that the

presence oF dbsence of intimate attachments preceded and therefore
affected people's efforts to cope with stressful changes in adulthood.
Although this seems more logica) than its inverse, the cross-sectional
nature of the study encourages us to congider the possibility that
confiding relationships were a consequence rather than an antecedent
of people's responses to stressful 1ife changes. Lowenthal and Weis
(1976) arqued that neqotiating a crisis zan have a unifying effect on
a person’s intinate relationships. Presumably, crises can also turn
acquaintances into friends. Which causal chain 15 more accurate?
The effects are probably reciprocal, so that the support confidants
supply in moments of distress serves not only to naintain well-being
it 210 to strengthen the confiding relationship. The issue can be
resolved only through longitidunal investigations.

In sum, the present study reaffirmed the adaptive significance

.nf' confiding relationships in efforts to mintnize the stressful fmpict
of wajor 1ife Changes in adulthood, Close friends, relatives, and
particularly ane's spouse seened to supply useful resources in the
face of troublesone events, even when not asked directly for advice,
assistance or ewotional support. It remains uncertain, however,
whetlier the resources supplied by confiding relations are superior

to the support individuals can obtafn from a larger network of super-

fictal ties, or whether confidants and acquaintances provide truly

i

distinctive and complenentary resources. The answer to this question
requires a closer exenination of how individuals actually use the
various romponents of their social support netwark in the face of

strassful 1ife events.
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