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Intm'@ﬁu:ﬁo n

" Despite the evicence rega=ting Tnz osychologicEl }Juffer’ng power of

configiant: rela'tionshf‘,ss, there %as =n= aaum Zy ¥© research on the nature

‘of thess types of re"vtionshios for e r]y #zzt studies in the

gerortoiogical litewafire have heen corcernzd with the quantizy of relations of

the @ld, but have g%:«.en’ littls, 7f amy, attention =x the.qual~ty of these -

relations. It is a2 qualitative dimensizm of re]at sh1ps, tza con<idant

relation, that has fmszem drls,ti'ngu'is."red and investigzz==d in this study. TThe

‘most intimate (i.e., =ersona’.’ rewellzrons of thoughts and feaiings to others

often t'ake"a'-'dya'dic formin relatiioneirips. These-dvadic relativerships in which

‘the individual-exciusive conteszms are the axis of the relationstii; are here

- referred to as confidant reizzTiorserips.

Here we will report zn tie Sactars weitth (1) =F%<ct the "k=it=eod of

an elderly. person haVlng e ccomSdant amone relativesziad (2) rei=ze to the

type of co_nﬁdanu re]atwes The elderily rmdmwdua] has..

Design of the Study

Investigation of the naéture »f fh= comfidant welationships of tfz=z-elderly
was undertaken in a field stud of the r=lations of «lderly Missouriars.
conducted in a sur\}ey research Forma~, The information ana.]yiéd .i-s‘extracted
from a 1.qa'rge.r three year stuzv. thee fisldwark was —ompletad in 1978. The
res_'pondents, individuals 60 vears sf zge »nd older, we'né both male and female '

but were not 1‘nterv1’ewed as couples. T were drawn from communitias wi"thin

the state of M1ssour1 which represent a wide spread of population siz= and .

.'commumty characfemstms The ten =slsct=d communi ties range in populatior
\ ’

from 130 persons in the smallest tewr tw £3,000 in a moderaﬁt.e]y large setting.



Se1ectdon of the 1,100 persons who comprised the samp1ing’frame was
'accoz:ﬂished by sampling from a list in thefsma1iest seven communities and
\.samﬁ?ﬁdg.by area in the three largest communjties.. A total of 940 interviews
" were completed. : : !

Dperational]y defined, a confidant of any type was a person with whom the
,respcndent feit.he/she could ta1k about‘near1y everything.

—

Theoretical Issues/Implications

Theoret1ca11y, the issue of compensation in suprort systems of the aged
1ooms large (Cantor, 1976 Cantor and Johnson, 1978) Viewing the confidant
relation as one type of emot1ona1 support, the relevance of the issue of
compensat1on in confidant relations can a1so be seen. Compensat1on implies a
greater degree of reliance upon one resource\overaothers due to the absence
of another resource. For example, the lack of avai]abj]ity of one resource,.
such as the'absence of kin within the old personfs community, may be compen- -

;Sated for in the cdnfidant network byvan'exc1usive re1iance upon‘the.other
zvailable resource poo1s'(friehds and neighbors on1y are conFidants). Within V
the literature concern1ng family relations, the 1ack of children is thought |
to be compensated for -by more contact with s1b11ngs (Cantor and Johnson, 1978 |
Cumming and Schne1der, 1961 Tro]] 1971).

The work on social networks by E11zabeth Bott (1957) suggested tnat there,
exists a f1n1te pool of 1nteract1ona1 resources to be used; heavy dependence B
upon one source for soc1ab111ty 1eaves 1ess time and energy, as we)](as need
for the other potent1a1 sources. Persons can demand and prov1de on1y 11m1ted
quantities of soc1a1 1rteract1on of an intimate or, 1nforma1 nature/ Support
for the not1on is shown by f1nd1ngs, such as Shu1man S (1975) that 1nd1v1dua1s

'w1th spouses will have fewer needs to be met and Tess ava11ab1e t1me for

/
1\vo1vement with other 1nt1mates than thase who are s1ng1e.



-Conseouently,.indﬁviduals remqmire a number of &=

~

Weiss (1969) cha]]enged the notion of a "fund of sociabi]ity" and

~proposed a theory of the "funct1ona1 spec1f1c1ty of relationships" to counter

_the reJected concept The" maJor prem1ses of th1s theory were that individuals

have needs wh1ch can only be- met in re1at1onsh1ps, and that ‘these re1at1cnsh1ps

become re]at1ve1y spec1a11ZEC'accord1ng to the reads for wh1ch they provide.

ferent kinds of relatiomshins

forfwell-being. Weiss documented-Five re]ationaﬂ functﬁons as apparent in life

. experiences: 1nt1macy, soc1a1 1ntegrat1ow, nurturance, reassurance of weth,

and assistance The re]evance of. th1a theory for the aged populac1od is great
when the preva]ence of losses o this age group 1s cons1dered ;Qua11ty, not
quant1ty, is important 1n replacing 1ost re]at1onsh1ps -newnre1ationsh+ps
shou]d be established wh1ch prov1de the same functvon as those 1ost
Findings -

Our. examination of the CQmposition of the,confidant network ofhthe e1derly

respondents of this study reaffirms what others_(e.g. Babchuk, 1978) have
-/

- found: the old are generally not an 1so1ated popunation ‘Importantly, the
‘qua11ty of their re1at1onsh1ps wh1ch Was 1nvest1gated here, reveals that on]y

~.s1x percent of the tota1 sample were w1thout the very close emot1ona1 support

known as-a conf1dant re]at1or Further for most elderly, dependence for this

;:conf1dant re1at1onsh1p was not restr1cted to one 1nd1v1dua1, or one type of

' individua1. Near]y_ha]f of the sample had conf1dants drawn from among friends

neighbors, and relatives.

Number of Confidant ReJatvves The only persona1 characteristic of the

respondent wh1ch was s1gn1f1cant1y related to the number of conf1dart kin was

" sex (Tab]e 1) Females were more 11ke1y than ma1es to have a re1at ve: as a

' /

conf1dant, and a]so more 11ke1y to- have one or two such re]at1ves



The number = relatives tr=aifderly person had hv1ng w1th1n his or her own

By

Ye]atwe{(a;z;h]e 2 . Those = m local relatives were more iikelv (28 percent)

to be withcut a confFidant 'eizgﬁ%\":ezfthaln those with-one to thres reiatives in

their commur—y ({22 -zercer— . s:nd than. those with four or more Tozzl relatimss
| (12 percent:. The s@== “rsn #25 visible for those with two or mare. confidant
B relatiwes
The num=r— of relxoivess yithe respondent, botr Tocal and no~~Jocalk

was related to t;he,nunb,ter ST ogeridant kin (Table 3). __Loolting;at e  inemes
of the number-=f refat ves, *rise with .few (one tofour) relatives wars oves
~two times as ‘ikely =% the== with ten or more re]ati:;e\.. to be withoui iz
relative as a=onfizami. - Tie same wa.y, those with few re]atives were mu:ch

Tess h'ke1y (6 percamt than =hose with many relatives (24 percent’ to have

\_iaur oF more w=lativess=s com .dants ' . : S .

Sex of Gamfidant Relatiwe=. women were more Tikely thar mer to be confidant
re1at1'veé by = ratiz of six to four. Sex of, respondent appears o be the
stro noest Fegtogy PnfFlzencing sEX of confmant (Tab1e4)‘ WOmen y=re most likely |
to have worrs==1 relztivas as corr'mdants, women re]at1ve= con.,t1tut.=-d near]y two-
. thirds of:eil] onﬁd:—fnt kin of women reSpondents Men, on the azher hand, were
as jikely-= lixzve Temale relatives as male relatwes for cenfidemts.
' Maritmls==tus influenced .tne- '!1'ke.1:1'hood of having a male =onfidant
Are]atwe in- ‘*Foﬂowmo progresswn (from most likely to Teast “ikely):
married, widowes, s1ng1e. and d1vorced (Tab1e 5). ~-
In Tab]e 6 the effett of sex on mar1ta1 status was contro]]ez:—'-mce, in

o1d age men-are —ore likely than women to be marmed Marmed diverced, and

single women were =]1 more 11ke1y than- w1dowed women and all men to have




| Table 1
PER CENT OF MALES I FEMALES WITH CORFIDANT RELATIVES

Number of Confidant Relacives

Four Total

Sex ] jione “One= Two Thrze  or more H
Female 6 &T 26 8 no s
tale 27 - 3 B9 no 3

Chi seesre - 20.20, 4 d.f., p<.00]

abTe 2

PER LENT WITH CONFIDA ~ RELATIVES BY NUMBER OF RELATIVES
' LIVING I - "SPONDENT'S COMMUNITY

Number”af Conf1dant Re]at1ve<'

Relat=ves in . “Four
Commumity None One. - TWo Three or-more : Total N
None % s o2 .7 8. %2
1to3 24 4 2 6 9 390
4 or more 13 .3% 25 1 15 363
: . ; / L
. Chi square = 31. 86 8 d. f., p<.0001 | e




T Table 3 |
PER CENT WITH CONFIDANT RELATIVES BY TOTAL NUMBES OF RELATIVES

ﬁumber of Confidant Relatives

-~ Number of ' , I “Four

~ Relatives Mone: ; One Two Three or morz Total N
l1tod4 27 40 22 332
5 to0 9 17 39 - 2% ( 10 M 32
0ormore 11 31 2 10 T2e 4

Chi square = 63.43, 10 d.f,, p< .0001

women relatives as'confidants.r-widowed’persons of both sexas were most Tikely
to have a confidant of the opposite sex: | /
The chances of haring a male confidant relative was least for those with
no sons and greatest for those with two or more sons (Tab]eA7)' The trend
reversed when presence of J daughter was considered; those with no daughters
were most 11ke1y to have male conf1dant re1at1ves The presence or absence of

s1b11ngs d1d not affect the sex of the conf1dant relative.

Kin Re]at1onsh1p of Conf1dant Assymmetry of gender in conf1dant

\
\
i
i

re]at1ons was demonstrated as. sex of respondent Was found to 1nf1uence the o

i

.“type of conf1dant,re1at1ve when the categor1es of son, daughter, w1fe husband

4

mother, father sister,. brother and more d1stant relatives were cons1dered

N

(Tab]eA8). Men were 1ess 11kely than women to name daughters as conf1dants, and

‘more 1ikely to name sons. Women were more 11ke1y than men to name/s1sters as




i

confidants,‘and 1ess 1i%=T. <o name brothers. A]though the format of the

:quest1on in the 1nterv1nw wez not conduc1ve to e]ic1tat1on of spouse as
poss1b1e conf1dant (asksrm o part1cu1ar1y intimate re]at1ves), more males
~ than females 1isted theis-:=muses as con“1dants |

“Examination of the ==Fzct of marital status on type of relative conf1dant
revea]ed widowed most iikely to have a daughter/conf1dant, -and d1vorced 1east
11ke1y to have e1ther daughter or a son conf1dant (Tab]e 9). S1ng1es were
most likely to rely on sisters and brothers to serve as conf1dants, as well as
being most 11ke1y to hawe::a more d1stan+ relative as conf1dant Though widowed,
d1vorced and marr1ed were about equa11y 11ke1y to have a conr1dant sister,

widowed were 1east 11keJy of all marital status groups to have a conf1dant

brothes. W1dowed and:mmarried elderly were 1east 1ikely to have other relative

\v. /

i

confidants. - : : /
| Consideration of the effect of the number of daughters of the respondent
‘on confidant relatives fTab]e 10), revealed the greatest 1ike1dhood of having
. a conf1dant daughter where two or more daughters were 11v1ng However;‘the,
‘1ikelihood of having a s1ster, brother, or more ‘distant re]at1ve conf1dant
was affected by the number of daughters in the oppos1te way; tnose w1th no

daughters ‘were most 11ke1y of all groups to have a sister or more d1stant :

'ﬂﬂ re]at1ve as a conf1dant and as .likely as thoSe w1th an only . daughter to have

\

a brhther conf1dant !

The nnmber of 11v1ng sons had a nearly 1dent1ca1 effect on the 1ikelihood
of s1b11ngs and more d1s -ant relatives as conf1dants, and affected the Tikeli-
hood of daughter and son confidants in a parallel manner (Tab]e 10). The

greatest 1ikelihood of_11st1ng sons and daughters as confidants was coincident

with having two or more sons.



Table 4
SEX OF CONFIDANT RELATIVES OF MALES AND FEMALES

. "\\\\\\ . '. . : - (In Per Cent) /\/—'

~ Sex of Confidant Relative T
Sex ‘ Female Male Responses
Female - 65 - ’ : 35 . 777 |
: SN : ‘ . o
Male ! ; 51 ° , 49 , 444 S
.. . . . N ,\. . R .. ~—
~ g
Table 5 o )
PER GENT WITH MALE AND FEMALE CONFIDANT RELATIVES
_ BY MARITAL STATUS '
T . ™~
- — - ' :
_ o o Sex-of Cpnfidant Relative | | Total
Marital Status . ‘Female Male ° Responses
— - — ’ : =
‘Married - : 57 ‘;1” T 44 616
 Divorced/Separated 68 _ © 33 B 43
Widowed © . . 63 37, 527
“_Single. "~ v 66 - 32




7 Table 6

SEX OF CONFIDANT RELATIVE BY MARITAL STATUS |
ACCORDING -TO SEX OF RESPONDENT
(In PerICents)

Lo-m o Sex of Confidant Relative = ro¢an
B Sex - 'Fgmale ' Male ‘ Responses
Fema]e : \' : - . _
Marr1ed o 68 - 32 255 -
Divorced - \71‘- e 29 35 .
Widowed 83 . ¥ o 159
Single Y 28 ., .2
R ; ' : "u _ . .
Married 49, -5 361
Divorced . 50, o s0 - 8
\ b . . L . ‘ . Y
, ‘W1dowed - er 783 ' 37 | v - 68
Single - 43 51 7
\ |
\




™, o ~ /Table 7

ST et

PER CENT NITH MALE AND FEMALE CONFIDANT RELATIVES
- BY NUMBER OF SONS, DAUGHTERS 'AND STBLINGS .

-

Sex of Confidant Relative ~ Total

Nquér-of:‘ | _ ‘Femala . Male Responses
Sons

« MNone . 773 o a 416

. One o .57 43 . 379

;. Two or move a9 | 51 417
Daughters ‘ ' |
None . . - 54 e 386

Gne s -l a3 a2

Two or more 69 32 409
Cintings | | . |
eme 62 | '38 | 230

R .59 [ N 1

Two or inore - . \ 60 41 681
- _ Co
\ N
\ .
B S

Q - B " ’ E C T et
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The data was exam1ned for the reJat1onsh1p between number of siblings

living and the type of confldant‘nelat1ve as well (Tab1e 10). A pattern:

similar to that found for nhmbervo“ 5NsS and daughters was revea]ed hav1ng
two or more siblings more than doub1ed the likelihood of having a brother or
sister confidant compared to having just one sibling. The greatest likelihood
of having a sons or daughter confidant appears where there is onTy one siolfng
Tiving. | | | | k
In Table 11, the age of the respondent was exaaned in relation to the
number of siblings and type of conf1dant relative since the surv1va1 rate
of siblings ‘is 11ke1y to be affected by . advanced age : S1sters and brothers
were only slightly more likely (co and 16.per;ent) to be confidants of those
60 to 69 years old than they were for the’o]der.age groups (22 and.11 percent),
when two or more s1b11ngc were 11v1ng " In each age group, the more distant
re]at1ves were most heav11y drawn. upon as cénfidants when the respondent had-
no 11v1ng siblings. SR =7' o e P'
Cons1der1ng on1y those respondents who had one or both parents 11v1ng,
Tisting a parent as a conf1dant oqgurred in on]y 12 percent of the responses
(Table 12) Daughters and 50Nns were. 1ess 11ke1y to be - 11sted by th1s group
than by all respondents, though re11ance upon brothers and s1sters as

/

confidants was about the same.

Discussion
Asymmetry of gender we 11ke1y in the conf1dant re1at1onsh1ps w1th

ch11dren and s1b11ngs Fema]es were more: constra1ned by asymmetry of cnnderj“

!

with confidant re]at1ves, being 1ess Tikely than ma1es to have conf1dants of

i

the opposite sex. Asymmetry constra1nts appeared to be - stronge\t for

spinsters and bache}ors.and weakest\for wtdows-and widowers. Daughters were

k]




" the most 11ke1y to be conf1dants of the spec1f1c re1at1ves cons1dered fo]]owed

by. sons, s1sters, and brothers. Th1s revea1s greater re11ance for. conf1dant

~ relations upon the fam11y of procreat1on than upon the family of or1entat1on

Support for the f1nd1ngs of Rosenberg and Anspach (1973) and -‘Young and
N111mott (1957) that re1at1ons w1th sLb11ngs become attenuated with advanced

age cannot’ be 1nferred from these f1nd1ngs since this study Wwas Cross-

. sectignal rather ‘than 1ong1+ud1na1 Though the issue of attenuation versus‘

J

increased 1mportance of s1b11ng ties-in late 11fe cannot be sett]ed by
compar1son of d1fferent age cohorts at the same. po1nt/1n time, th1s study'can
prov1de\c1ues to the poss1b1e nature of the _process. S1b11ngs were conf1dantsvk
only about ha]f as often 1n o|d o]d age as in yourg- o1d age; however, no

d1fference was found when the number of siblings was contro11ed Compensat1on

for the absence of s1b11ng conF1dants in the o1d o1d age cohort appears to

. be: pr1mar11y the funct1on of the secondary and d1stant ‘confidant re]at1ves,'

and to a 1esser degree, of the ch11dren

" Ly

A1though no measure of c]oseness from those 11sted as- conffdants was - -

obta1n°d the degree of rec1proc1ty of con.1dence shar1ng by adu1t ch11dren :

’ m1ght be 1nferred from the absence of parents of the e1der1y as conf1dants

£ 5

where one. or both of the parents were st111 Tiving. Th1s substant1ates the
b :

. / p
1iterature wh1ch 1nd1cates a one s1dedness in the affect1ve qua11ty of

i

/

. re1at1onsh1ps of e1der1y parents to the1r adu]t ch11dren (Sussman 1976)

1

Fema]es were most 11ke1y to ‘be'. conf1dant re1at1ves in-all. cases,

1nd1cat1ve of the centra11ty of the fema1e in fam11y re1at1onshtps (Re1ss, %
I .
1962 Cumm1ng and Schne1der, 1961) The preva]ence of . ch11dren1as conf1dants

]

was 1nd1cated by the greater 11ke11hood of female conf‘dants where daughters

were present than where they were absent, and the decreased 11ke11hood of

I3 “
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Table 13

TYPE OF CONFIDANT RELATIVE OF ELDERLY
"WITH ONE OR BOTH PARENTS LIVIiG®

: , ; o ) Per Cent -
Type of Confidant Relative , ~ Number . of Responses

 daughter /o 16 o
sqq“/‘ L : % 18
L s "5

Mother N R
Father .h‘, B R | 1 S . 1

| Siséer=‘ -/ o - a3, 17 -
Brother: '*1 /’ . | :g R T 1)

other /w0

. / R .
- a s U T
21 missing cases, 47 valid cases, *
- e |
/
/ ’
;
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A ‘f female conf1dants where sons were present than where they were absent

“The analysis’ of spec1f1c k1n as confidants suggests that s1b11ngs may
compensate for the absence of ch11dren and spouses , but ch11dren do not
compensate fer the absence of s1b11ngs, and daughters and sons do not
compensate for absences of each other Both sisters and brothers have greater-t
11ke11hoods of - be1ng conf1dants when there are no living sons or no living
daughters than when one or more sons or: daughters are 11v1ng Siblings are
much more 11ke1y to be conf1dants of single elderly than any other mar1ta1
status group, compensat1ng for the life- 1ong absence of spouse and children,

In conc]us1on there,was support in this study for the theoret1ca1
-pos1t1on wh1ch ma1nta1ns that thg gbsence of certain enot1ona1 resources, i.es, /
fam11y members such as daughters, sons and siblings, is- compensated for by
'ut111zat1on of other emot1ona1 resources ‘Evidence of a qua11tat1ve ‘ i
.d1st1nct1veness of conf1dant types which cannot be subst1tuted for each other
‘was not apparent in our study In add1t1on to ‘the support .for a compensatory
Cyiew of conf1dant re]at1ons, th1s research substant1ated the f1nd1ngs of _dx“'

others that gender is a swgn1f1cant variable nf]uenc1ng the nature of N oy

.'fconf1dant re1at1ons. : e ' — ; SR R L
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