
Social transitions I

1. Social change

2. Social support

Lecture 7



Social Transitions – Interactions  

Cartensen, Gross and Fung (1997) 

Two goals or motives when it comes to social interactions 
these are information seeking and emotion regulation.

Socio-emotional selectivity theory 
lifespan model - the reduced 
social activity often seen in old 
age reflects a lifelong selection 
process (Carstensen, 1991, 1995).

Number of 
individuals in a 
person's social 

network may be 
smaller in older 
adulthood than 
it was in young 

adult hoodClose social relationships are maintained, superficial ones 
are filtered out.



Information seeking

Acquiring information is a prominent motive 
for social interactions early in life when we 
are reaching out to meet new people from 
home we will ultimately select a spouse or 
life partner or form long-term friendships.

Early in life we gather information about 
potential careers and interests we want to 

pursue in the future. Acquiring such 
information = interactions with new people 

or novel partners. Later adulthood, less need 
for this. 

Important goal in adolescence 
and young adult hood is identity 

formation. In later adulthood, 
there is less motivation to 

develop identity, so we prefer to 
spend time with familiar partners 
at home we can rely on to affirm 

who we are.

Social interaction also helps us mold how 
we perceive ourselves.



Emotional regulation

Older adults prefer 

to socialise with familiar 

partners because they

place great importance 

on the positive feelings that come from 

intimate and gratifying social interactions. 

Pleasant social interactions fulfilling emotional needs. Emotional 
fulfilment becomes more important in older adult hood. 

There is less guarantee of experiencing positive effect in interactions with novel partners.



Our main motivation is acquiring information and we seek out new (novel) 

partners. 

 Perceived limited time – emotional regulation becomes the primary motive. 

Older adults may prefer interactions with emotionally meaningful and familiar 

social partners because they feel that the amount of time they have left is 

limited.

Emotional regulation

Choice of social partners also 
influenced by the perception 

of time (Carstensen, 1999).

Perceived open ended time or unlimited 



Fredrickson and Carstensen (1990)

Results

65% of older adults chose familiar partner compared to 

35% of younger adults.

But when young adults were told to imagine they were 

preparing for a cross-country move, leaving family and 

friends behind, 80% selected familiar partner. 

The importance of time related 
to preference for social partners. 

They 
manipulated 
anticipated 

endings. 
Young and older adults were told 

to imagine having 30 minutes of 

leisure time with no pressing 

commitments, and they were 

instructed to select whether they 

would prefer to spend that time 

with the family member (familiar 

partner) or a recent 

acquaintance (novel partner) 

This study was 
replicated in Hong Kong 
(Fung, Carstensen, Lutz, 

1999).

So when time is limited 
young and older adults 
selection of familiar 
partner is similar.



In general, time is likely perceived as more limited in older adult hood than in 
the younger adulthood 

In contrast, emotional goals and familiar partners are more important when 
time is limited. 

Information seeking motives and novel social partners take precedence when 
time is unlimited. 

So - SST predicts that social preferences are related to the perception of time. 

Socio-emotional selectivity theory 

(Carstensen and Fredrickson, 1998).



Social exchange theory. 

We form a 
relationship if it is 
rewarding 

We attempt to 
maximise our 
rewards and 
minimise our costs

Rewards entail 
positive feelings and 

costs may include 
unpleasantness 

experienced during 
the course of a 

social exchange.

Dowd (1975) – social interactions can have 
both rewards and costs. 

We commit to the relationship if the outcome is profitable



Over time such compliance becomes 
increasingly costly, if this continues, the cost 
outweighs the benefits and the less powerful 
partner may withdraw from the relationship. 

Social exchange theory. 

There is a greater risk of incurring costs if the 
interaction is with someone who is not a close 

family member or friend. 

Power enters in when there is imbalance in a social 
exchange. 

The less powerful 
partner values the 
exchange more 

and thus feels 
obliged to comply 
with the demands 

of the more 
powerful partner. 



Positive and negative aspects

Women who reported lots of negative relationships did not necessarily 
have fewer positive ones; likewise, women who reported very few 
negative relationships did not necessarily have many positive ones. 

In short, older women who have problematic relationships do 
not lack social skills because they have good relationships as 
well.

Most research 
concentrates 

on positive 
aspects 

(Lachman, 
2003).

Rook (1984) asked 
relatively healthy, 

independent widowed 
women (aged 60 to 89) 

to…

identify people to whom 
they could turn for 

socialising and confiding in 
someone, for help when 

they are ill (positive 
relationships)

identify people who cause 
them problems such as 

invading privacy, breaking 
promises of help and 
provoking conflicts or 

feelings of anger(negative 
relationships)



The connection between 
negative social 

interactions and negative 
feelings is especially 

strong when older adults 
are already experiencing 

multiple stressors for 
example losing a spouse 

or a friend, illness, 
retirement etc. 

Positive and negative aspects

Positive social exchanges create feelings of well-being. 

Negative social exchanges are associated with feelings of depression 
and loneliness. They also play a role in poor psychological well-being 

(Sorkin and Rook, 2006) and poor physical health (Krause, 2006).

As individuals age – they become more selective in the 

social relationships. 

They maintain ties with those that will enhance their 

emotional well-being. 

Older adults report fewer negative social exchanges. 

They express less ambivalence about close relationships 

(Fingerman, Hay and Birditt, 2004). 

Older adults who strive to maintain harmony and 

goodwill in the relationship seem to experience fewer and 

less intense stressful interactions with others (Sorkin and 

Rook, 2006).

(Ingersoll-Dayton, Morgan and Antonucci, 1997).



Social ties in older adulthood.

Convoy model - we move through life 
both affecting and being affected by 

a plethora of people who play a 
central role in our network of social 
relationships and influence our well-

being. 

The social convoy – family and 
friends, close contact on a 

regular basis.

Social network, the structural 
characteristics of one's social ties –

number of people, sex, age, 
relationship, frequency of contact 

time (Antonucci, 1996).

Important for physical and psychological well-being (Fees et al., 1999) and some 
relationships are closer and longer lasting than others. 

Social convoys, social network and reciprocity.

(Antonucci, Sherman and Akiyama, 1996) 



Three concentric circle (Antonucci, 1986)
Reciprocity

Each individual gives as 
much support as he or she 

receives. 

Non-reciprocal social 
exchanges one gives/takes 

more than the other. 

Support bank – give more support 
than we receive as long as we are 
able to, later we may need more 

than we put in, so it is legitimate to 
withdraw from the support bank 

(Antonucci, 1996).

Fingerman and Birditt (2011) – overall 
older parents usually provide greater 
support to adult offspring than adult 
offspring provide for older parents. 

Usually only in the final years of life, if old 
parents have health problems or crises, 
when there is a reversal of generational 

flow of support.

People who are 
least close but still 

meaningful

People who are 
important but 

less close

Closest, most 
important, 

most 
meaningful 

people.
Social networks offer social 

support in various forms - care 
in illness, financial, someone to 

confide in) (Krause and 

Barawski-Clark, 1994). With 

some networks they are just 

people we want to spend time 

with.



Social networks 

This study was bicultural (English-
speaking or Spanish speaking) both 
groups showed similarity in network 
structure. Both placed family in the 
inner circle, but Spanish triads were 
more family focused with a greater 

proportion of family members in their 
support networks.

Levitt et al. (1993) – asked triads of women - young adult daughters, their mothers 
and their grandmothers to map their social networks onto a concentric diagram. 
They also asked them to indicate the extent to which members of their network 
provides support of various types (giving reassurance, advice, care if ill etc.).

As predicted, the women in the older 
generation (grandmothers) reported giving 
less support than the younger women and 
their middle aged mothers did. 

The grandmothers gave 
more support in the past, 
but receiving more now. 

Family members were 
an important source 

of support for all three 
generations, but 

friends in the network 
declined from young 

to middle to older 
generation. 

Thus, friends in younger 

generation help them to 

obtain independence from 

their families - however this 

changes later on in life to 

more reliance on family. 



Kim, Zarit, Eggebeen, Birditt and Fingermann (2011)

Such discrepancies in perception could 
contribute to misunderstandings and 
resentment, which could ultimately affect 
willingness to give support when it is clearly 
needed.

Studied dyads of 
older parents(59 to 
96 years of age) 
and their adult 
children (40 to 60 
years of age) and 
found systematic 
discrepancies in 
how the two 
generations 
perceived 
exchanges of 
support. 

Upward exchanges – adult 
children perceived giving more 
support to the older parents 
than the older parents 
acknowledge receiving. 

Downward exchanges – older 
parents perceived giving more 
practical assistance and less 
advice than their adult children 
think they received. 



Social network size.

Oldest members reported a decline in the number of social interactions, but this was due mainly to the 
more limited interactions with people who were not considered to be particularly close.

Chronological age and individual differences in personality play a role in the size of a network. Lang and 
Carstensen (1994) – Berlin, Germany – size of networks of those between the ages of 70 and 104 was 
negatively related to chronological age. In other words the older the person the smaller the network. 

Those more open to experience also have 
larger networks. Outgoing, sociable and 
those who seek new experiences tend to 

maintain larger networks.

Personality 

Extroverts – larger social network than 
introverts. Even into the ninth decade 

(Lang, Staudinger and Carstenson, 
1998). 



Family relationships

Nuclear family (urban) – parents 
and their children

Extended family – (rural) – members 
from more than two generations 

Shanas (1979) - intimacy at a 
distance

Beanpole family structure – four or 
five living generations

Blended family – unrelated by 
blood, but live together 

• For parents - represents the family of 
procreation; for children – family of 
origin

• Modified extended family



Marital satisfaction

Married couples of feelings of closeness are 
associated with high self-esteem and reduced 
depression and anxiety

The upswing hypothesis of marital satisfaction –
phenomenon that characterises come marriages 
over time (Anderson, Russell & Schumm, 1983).

• High satisfaction before children

• Dip in the years that follow

• Upswing when children leave the home 

Based on cross-sectional research 



Interactions between married couples

Cartensen, 
Gottman & 
Levenson

(1995)

Middle-aged 
couples (40-50)

Older-aged coupes 
(60-70)

Older - fewer 
disagreements

Marital 
satisfaction-
satisfied and 
dissatisfied 

Dissatisfied –
greater 

disagreement 

Dissatisfied 
group 

Wives reported 
more physical and 

psychological 
symptoms than 

husbands 

Marriage – more 
positive influence 
on happiness and 
well-being for men 

than women

Age and gender

• Compared with older couple, middle age couples 
displayed more emotion – positive and negative

• Wives facial expressions showed more emotions; 
positive and negative – and more verbally.



Nonfamilial relationships

Close friends are a 
significant source of 
emotional support

Friends no bound by 
duty or formal rules

•Voluntary, reciprocity 

Common interests or 
a deep, long-term, 

emotionally 
meaningful bond 

(Kausler et al., 2007)

Interest-related 
friendships – may 
decline over time

Deep, long-term –
maintained

Physical limitations –
telephone (Fees et 

al., 1999)

Females main 
instigator and 

perpetuators of 
friendships(Norris & 

Tindale, 1994)



 So…the social transitions experienced in older 

adulthood cover a range of different roles reversals and 

changes.

We have covered …

 Socio-emotional selectivity theory lifespan model 

 information seeking and emotion regulation

 Social exchange theory

Positive and negative interactions

 Social convoys, social network and reciprocity

There are many more social interaction and transition processes 

involved in later adulthood – too many for today.

See the chapter on moodle that explores the changes in family 

relationships.
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