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Preface

In recent years women have experienced rapid changes in every aspect of their lives. Challenging a male-dominated society, women have demanded more rights, wages, and status at work, and in the home and social environment. There has been a consequent increase in attention to the special needs of women and heightened awareness of issues relevant to women in such diverse areas as medical service delivery, law enforcement, treatment of the elderly (most of whom are women), and provision of emergency shelter.

This book is concerned with the stressors women undergo from adolescence to old age and the resources, especially interpersonal resources, women use to cope with these stressors. There follows a series of chapters that address the use of social support as a resource for coping with stressful life events that confront women in a variety of contexts during their life span. The chapter authors, most of them women and all of them deeply concerned in their work with women’s issues, address their subject matters as psychologists, sociologists, epidemiologists, and health practitioners. Many of the issues are emotionally charged, which demands that the theories, interpretation of the results, and design of the studies be examples of high-quality empirical social-science research. Many of the points made should be even more convincing due to the high standards of the researchers involved.

A central goal of this volume, which is addressed in almost every chapter and is the central topic of the final chapter, is to draw implications from research on social support for clinical and other interventions as they concern women. A second goal, which is related to the first, is to encourage new research in the area of social support, and to suggest methodological and theoretical directions this research might take. This second goal is also highlighted in the final chapter.

Following an ecological life-span approach developed in the introductory chapter, this volume proceeds along the life course of women, addressing the problems women normally confront or are threatened with in each life stage. Special issues, not necessarily age related, are placed according to the approximate chronological order in which they generally occur.

First, stressors occurring among adolescent and young adult women are addressed. Next, research on career, marriage, and family stressors is presented. Two special issues that follow are women’s coping with violent assault and women’s health concerns–including giving birth and breast cancer. The closing section presents the adjustment of women to widowhood and finally, old age. Following this an attempt is made to summarize major points regarding methodology, theory, and applications.

The volume is divided into five sections, and an Introduction. In the Introduction I present the case for the study of stress among women. The introduction develops an ecological, life span perspective of the interaction of individual, stressors, and coping resources–focusing on social support.

The first of the five sections is on “Developmental Issues in the Adjustment of Women.” Barton Hirsch and Robin Renders discuss the development of social relationships in a case study of an adolescent female. The benefits and stressfulness of establishing adolescent friendships are explored here in depth. The second chapter is written by Ellen Ostrow, Stephan Paul, Veronica Dark and Jay Behrman. This chapter explores the effects of social support among college women within the traditional Mormon environment of the University of Utah. Implications for preventive university intervention utilizing social support strategies are discussed as a product of their needs assessment for these women, many of whom were found to be challenging their traditional family and religious roles. In the third chapter Cathy Stein and Julian Rappaport present their findings on the adjustment of graduate student wives, many of whom are supporting their husbands through school, and raising children. This chapter is placed in a developmental framework wherein many of these women are adjusting to being separated from their families for the first time, and to having and caring for their first child. In this chapter the authors combine quantitative and qualitative analysis, highlighting sense of family obligation as a value related to the use and utility of social support.

The second section of the volume is entitled “Career, Marriage and Family Stressors.” Dr. Vanfossen writes on the role of spouse support on depression in women. Her research emphasizes the importance of both intimacy, and perhaps more important, equity of spouse support for women. Next, Zahava Solomon, now a major in the Israeli Defense Forces in charge of mental health research, presents her research on the mothers of young children exposed to the radiation leak at Three Mile Island. In a control group field study, she analyzes the effect of supportive social interactions on women who felt both themselves and their young children threatened by the dangerous effects of radiation.

Carol Aneshensel then presents a longitudinal study of the effect of social support on depression among women who are experiencing employment, marriage, and parenting role strain. The final chapter in this section, by Brian Wilcox, concerns the effectiveness of social support in the divorce process. As a community psychologist, Dr. Wilcox relates his work to an ecological perspective and this chapter considers the fit of personal and social resources through different stages of the divorce process.

Section 3 is entitled “Violence Toward Women.” Libby Ruch together with Joseph Leon present research to establish a model to explain the determinants of the impact of rape on women. Type of social support offered by intimate males who may be unsympathetic or themselves indirectly blamed by virtue of being men is one of the important factors they examine. Drs. Ruch and Leon attempt to explain within a general theoretical model the potential benefit of social support in helping these women reestablish trust and repair a sense of depleted self worth. Roger Mitchell and Christine Hodson present a related chapter on women’s coping with being violently assaulted within marriage and “love” relationships. They examine this betrayal of trust and the effect social support and coping strategies play for battered women. The fact that women most in need of support may have the least social support, and may lack the skills to utilize help and ability to actively address their problem, is investigated. Personal values and attitudes of significant others are also addressed in this chapter.

Women’s Health is the topic of section 4. In the first chapter Cinthia Rand explores the question of the use of nurse midwives as medical practitioners who may provide greater social support to women who are giving non-medically complicated births. The discussion of change of preference by women from fulfillment of emotional needs to fulfillment of medical necessities during problem deliveries illustrates both the ecological fit and lack of fit of social support when needs are altered from an emotional orientation to a task orientation which social relationships cannot fulfill. The next chapter by Mary Vachon, herself a nurse, discusses the impact of breast cancer on women. Dr. Vachon presents theoretical and empirical material in analyzing the similarities and differences of loss of the breast to loss of spouse and the effect social support has in each of these traumatic processes.

The final section is entitled “Bereavement and Old Age.” Elizabeth Bankoff explores the personal and structural characteristics related to the provision of peer support to women following death of their spouse. This is a somewhat different perspective than most of the other chapters, as it emphasizes the question of what characteristics are related to acquiring peer support rather than the question of the effect of peer support. Margaret Linn then discusses the impact of social support on elderly women who live independently. Dr. Linn has in her past research addressed cultural issues in the support process in the multi-ethnic environment of Miami, Florida. Her chapter presents a picture of the changing role of women–in particular how this affects elderly women. She emphasizes the special physical, emotional, economic and safety needs of these women who occupy a niche in our culture which will be occupied by an increasing percentage of the population.

Following this section, I present a final chapter organizing the implications for research and applications suggested by the contributors to this volume. The utility of social support as an element in intervention efforts and attempts at environmental change are discussed. Suggestions for future research and methodological issues are also discussed along with concluding remarks. The intervention and research strategies are placed within an ecological model which expands on the dimension of time when considering the support process, and a cognitive approach for the investigation of social support is detailed.

This volume has been organized to provide a comprehensive life span perspective concerning the ecology of women’s lives. Hopefully the reader will find that it approaches this goal.

The volume is recommended for upper-level and graduate courses and for use by mental health professionals. It should be particularly valuable for courses in women’s studies, community psychology, social psychology, social work, and lifespan development that emphasize a research orientation. The book is written in a fashion, however, that those readers naïve to social science methodology and statistics are spared wading through numbers and tables if they so desire.

I would like to thank Charles D. Spielberger and Irwin G. Sarason for their assistance as consulting editors to this series. Fred Begell, Christine Flint Lowry, Kate Roach, and Marybeth Janney of Hemisphere Publishing Corporation were also very helpful throughout the development of this volume.

I would also like to thank Gerald Caplan and Perry London for encouraging my work and so freely sharing with me their time and ideas. Norman Milgram and Yona Teichman were also very helpful and provided insightful comments regarding chapters that I wrote for the volume.

My wife, Ivonne, herself an active clinical psychologist, has always provided me with the support I need. She combines career and family, love and affection in a way that allows me to meet my own needs as a husband, father, and academician.

Stevan E. Hobfoll
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1 The Ecology of Stress and Social Support among Women

Stevan E. Hobfoll

Tel Aviv University

DOI: 10.4324/9781315803128-1

If the 1960s were often termed the “Age of Anxiety,” then the 1970s and 1980s entered us into the “Age of Stress” (“Stress”, 1983). Established cultural norms and ways of thinking that emerged from the postwar years were challenged in the 1960s and began to be remolded in the 1970s. Civil rights, antiwar and women’s issues were addressed heatedly. Often cited as having begun with the 1973 Arab Oil Embargo, economic strains have been felt worldwide, and employment problems emerged in the place of the, perhaps nostalgically remembered security and serenity of the 1950s. Women’s roles in the family and the marketplace altered rapidly and radically, to no small part because of demands they made. No other issue could affect more lives, for more people from different walks of life, races, or socioeconomic groups. While the quest for the rights and privileges of women was not so apparent on the streets, serious challenges have been occurring nevertheless at the home and workplace, among career women, and female factory workers alike, and among mothers, daughters, and sisters. Women themselves have experienced a private struggle even with the questions “who am I?”, “who do I want to be?” and “how do I want others to respond to me?”

There is a need at the present time to explore how women cope with stressors that affect their lives. Social support is one of the most important resources in this coping process. Careful study of this topic will hopefully provide new information that can be exploited for developing new intervention strategies in the treatment of women, establishing prevention programs, encouraging healthy work and family environments, and in effecting the slow process of societal change. If medical services, for example, are to be tailored to meet the special emotional needs of women giving birth, physicians, hospital administrators, and federal funding agencies will need to be advised in terms of clear, well-thoughtout applied research, which makes a strong case for change. Change is expensive, stressful, and thus at least, in part, justifiably resisted. As change often affects the vested interests of one group in order to enhance the interests of another group, it is also resisted for sometimes unjustifiable reasons. Good research is a powerful tool in the armamentarium of the change agent.


A Life Span, Ecological Approach

Research on stress and coping has tended to be atheoretical and without clear models. This is the nature of science in any new area of research and without idea-directed observation it would be difficult to devise theories and models (Kuhn, 1970). In order to organize this area of research an ecological model related to a life span approach was seen as a fundamental step toward greater understanding. The purpose of this chapter is to present such a perspective.


Women and Stress

The question of “why a volume such as this should address women separately from men?”, other than separation for the sake of interest or simplification, can be answered in what I see as a convincing manner by emphasizing an ecological approach. An ecological perspective includes individuals as they interact with their environment. It implies that the biological, psychological, sociological, and physical aspects of the life space should be considered not separately, but as a constellation. Women are born and develop biologically different than men, they are usually socialized differently than men, they not surprisingly have different psychological traits than men (as a group) and experience different role demands in the family, workplace, and society in general.

Each of these differences are equally true for men, and, of course, research on stressors impinging on men and social support is being carried out. However, beyond these differences women also are confronted with two stressors that men are not, or at least not to the same extent. The first, mentioned earlier, is rapid change. The adaption of organisms to a changing ecology is the greatest of challenges. Many species, even great and strong, become extinct during such periods. Other species thrive in the changed conditions, emerging often in the place of others or in newly created niches. The world of women has changed markedly in the past 20 to 30 years, and rapidly in the last 10. Women have always worked–working women have always worked hard, but work and professional alternatives have broadened tremendously in recent years. Women, more than ever, are working in almost every field and every level of expertise and authority (Smith, 1979).

The second stressor special to women is that they have entered a world away from the home, a world that has traditionally been dominated by men. This has especially been true in terms of positions of control and power. Even with the increase and variety of jobs held by women the concentration of women are still performing “women’s work”, being employed in the clerical, health care (not including physicians), education (not including higher education), domestic and food service industries (Smith, 1979). Not surprisingly, the positions held by men have been more richly rewarded and are accompanied by more of the “extras” so sought after–the expense account, travel, the key to the executive bathroom, and now tennis courts (Barret, 1979), and even jobs that have the protection of unions (Hunt, 1982). As in the civil rights movement, the introduction of women into the corridors of decision making and power, and for more minorities and women merely getting equal pay for equal work at all levels, has caused conflict (Barret, 1979).

This is stressful on a number of counts. It is stressful because “taking ground” requires more energy than “defending ground.” It is stressful because women have often not had the mentors or been privy to membership in “old boys” networks that aid in job promotion and day-to-day “jostling” at the workplace. It is stressful because while boys had played aggressive, competitive sports and men were idealized as heroes playing the same sports on television resulting in aggressiveness, competitiveness, and dominance (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974), girls were absent from such rituals, or participated as spectators or cheerleaders. Competitiveness among women was not rewarded, and often was punished (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974).

Ecologies are products of interaction. For women these changes outside the home should have been accompanied by changes in the home. As the chapter in this volume by Vanfossen (Chap. 5) indicates, this has not necessarily occurred. Instead, women have tended to become worker by day and housewife by night. Instead of other family members changing their responsibilities and dividing the work parcel at home, these tasks have been left to wives and mothers (Vanfossen, 1981; Yogev, 1981). The work of men outside of the home is still viewed more seriously. So the working woman is an adjunct. She is paid less, has less responsibility at work, and not surprisingly is expected to and expects to move when her husband’s job requires (Barret, 1979).

An ecological perspective also demands attention to biology. For women, this draws the focus to a number of potential stressors that are different from those experienced by men. The first class of these are strictly biological. Girls experience greater developmental change in regard to secondary sexual characteristics during adolescence than do boys, requiring adjustment in self-concept and body image. Women get pregnant and give birth, both potentially exhilarating and stressful events. Women are at higher risk than men for breast cancer, and if cancer is found, often have to live with removal of one or both breasts. This has profound implications for their view of self and sense of sexuality (Child, Barry, & Bacon, 1965). Finally, women tend to live longer than men, and so are more likely to be widowed and be alone during their old age.

The second class of biologically related stressors are a product of the interaction of biology and environment. These include limitations placed on women because of their biology, either justifiably (pregnant women shouldn’t be exposed to repeated radiation), or unjustifiably. Women tend to be physically smaller than men, become pregnant, and menstruate. Over and above some degree to which any difference may incur limitations (and advantages), these characteristics are often used against women in justifying preference for selection, advancement, and giving responsibility to men (Barret, 1979). While a woman may lose a few months work postpartum for two children, her husband may lose 10 years of productivity due to a coronary infarction and is at greater risk for alcoholism (Gomberg, 1974).* While events may be actuarially determined, those related to men are seldom a factor considered in job decisions. In general, employers do not consider empirical or criterion-based information in selection or advancement (an exception being, for example, the United States mail service requiring mail carriers to be capable of lifting a given weight; U.S. Department of Labor, 1969; Fullerton & Byrne, 1977).


* A number of European countries and Israel allow 3–6 months of paid maternity leave (national insurance funded) and up to a year unpaid maternity leave, in which the woman’s position must be held for her return.

Violence against women is also related to the interaction of biology and environment. Women are both at a disadvantage to protect themselves against a physical assault perpetrated by a man, and are selected as objects for violence in the case of rape. The courts and police have become more sensitive to rape victims and more punitive of rapists, to an increasing extent viewing the crime as the severe violence it is and not a mere sexual faux pas (“Rape”, 1983). Nonetheless a peaceful evening stroll alone for anyone in most American cities and many European cities is a bygone dream–the reality is a nightmare for women.



Women and Caring

As a product of biology, in part, and to a great extent socialization practices, women tend to be different psychologically than men (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). While there are many such differences noted in the literature, I wish to expand on one set of characteristics, related to women’s social self, which I see as an advantage, especially as related to social support. Women are more sensitive than men to social interactions, they develop closer and more extensive social networks, and are more giving in these relationships (Belle, 1982; Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Jourard, 1971; Wheeler & Nezlock, 1977). In an insightful series of studies and theoretical discussions Kessler and his colleagues (Kessler, McLeod, & Wethington, 1985) have shown that women care more about what occurs to those around them. Women, Kessler finds, include more individuals within the network of persons about whom they say, “what happens to you is important to me.” Of course, this increases their vulnerability to psychological distress as the potential for experiencing negative recent life events increases with the size of their social network. However, can the world be imagined as a place without this caring?

This sensitivity to others and greater emotionality is often interpreted, rather one-sidedly as a problem, because one of the consequences of these traits is that women as a group tend to be more depressed than men and because they come to therapy more frequently than men for psychological concerns (Al-Issa, 1982). However, men are more likely to display characterological disorders and to “act out.” Sociopaths seldom come for treatment on their own volition. Women seem more comfortable in seeking help, and in caring for others enough to want to help. They also develop the intimate social networks in which social support takes place. This caring, however, as noted above has a cost (Kessler et al., 1985).



Women and Social Support

Social support has been found in a great number of studies to have a positive effect on mental and physical health (Brown, Brolchrain, & Harris, 1975; Cobb, 1976; Dean & Lin, 1977; Hirsch, 1980; Nucholls, Cassel & Caplan, 1972; Vanfossen, 1971; Wilcox, 1981). The previous discussion leads us to why social support may be an especially germane topic to the study of coping among women. Again the ecology of women’s lives can be used as a framework to address this question. Viewed from this perspective women’s living space must be considered in the context of their personalities, values, the values of others around them, and the availability of support and other coping resources. In addition, the type of stressor must be evaluated in the context of an interaction with each other of these variable domains.

As follows from the previous discussion, women are more likely to seek help than men when they feel they need it. Women seem to discuss feelings more easily and already in adolescence develop more intimate relationships with other young women than do adolescent boys (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). As Kessler et al. (1985) have noted, this is accompanied by a sense of caring of what goes on in the lives of friends and family, beyond the nuclear family. These are essentially the two ingredients of social support, the “give and take” of intimate, sharing relations. Mutuality or reciprocity of support giving is a key ingredient in successful supportive relations (Caplan, 1974; Hobfoll, 1985).

After establishing such relationships, the question to be asked is “do women need social support more than men?” Both men and women have been found to benefit from quality supportive social interactions, especially intimate ones (Brown et al., 1975; Pearlin et al., 1981). For the sake of discussion let us assume that both sexes can derive great benefit from love, caring, physical help, and good advice. However, men it will be argued have an edge on women, as they have on one hand the nurturant female providing them support and have social approval for their provider role. Women, on the other hand, may actually receive social rejection for whatever role they adopt. In addition, women are left with spouses and boyfriends who feel less comfortable in nurturant roles, who probably have great demands outside of the family, and who expect primarily to be recipients of nurturance.

Vanfossen (1981; Chap. 5) has shown that employed women are in double jeopardy compared to men. Having gone to work they can now be stressed in two worlds, whereas men are more affected by the work world alone. Employed wives were also more likely to provide expressive support than their spouses, were more upset by parenting problems and in general were more stressed by a lack of support or conflict in the home than were husbands. Men were found, on the other hand, to be more sensitive to problems in the workplace than were women. It appears that for women, social support at home and affirmation for their role whether in or outside the home would be ecologically consistent with their needs. For men, social support at the workplace might be more appropriate, but this may be true because women are meeting their needs at home.

Aneshensel (Chap. 7) argues that both the working woman and the housewife experience stressors due to the role versus reward character of their lives. Housewives may receive support from their spouses and others due to their role conformity, but may feel that they do not receive esteem from these same others. The employed woman may feel both lack of support at home for her career and lack of support at work for her advancement. In both cases, women who receive affirmation for whom they are and what they do experienced less psychological strain than women who did not receive such support (Aneshensel, Chap. 7). Men also need such support, but as a group they are less likely to feel their role devalued, and they are more likely, since they are not challenging any cultural norms, to be supported for their behavior. Unemployed men may also have increased needs for social support due to their being placed in a role that is incongruous with traditional sex-role expectations.

Divorced women may also have greater social support needs than divorced men, and be in a situation that limits receipt of the same. During divorce both men and women experience great distress and can benefit from supportive social interaction. Following divorce women usually receive child custody and generate lower incomes than their former spouses. Both factors make instrumental support such as assistance with child care, shopping, home repair, and emotional support highly desirable for divorced women. Dating and finding a sexual partner, two important sources of social support and enjoyment, may prove more difficult for single mothers than for their former husbands, as children limit social time and baby-sitters add an additional expense on the budget. As custody laws become more liberalized this may change to some extent.

As victims of violence, women are also in need of social support. Ruch and Leon (Chap. 9) discuss the special needs of victims of rape for emotional support over a long period following the attack. Battered women, in addition to needing emotional support and advice, often need instrumental support such as physical protection, financial assistance for legal fees and physical shelter for themselves and for their children. This may be seen as a radical alteration of their ecological niche. As social support has been seen as effective because it provides messages regarding self-worth (Caplan, 1974), it may be a critical determinant of recovery from the psychological trauma experienced by raped or battered women.

Women who experience rape or battering are in some ways similar to women who have had a breast removed or who are widowed. Each of these experiences are especially common to women, and likely have sexual consequences. In each case, peer support may be expected to be especially helpful. Women who have experienced these traumas may have a certain empathy for other women for whom these are recent experiences (Bankoff, Chap. 13). They may also be perceived as understanding by victims, while men or women who have not been through “it” may be seen as (and may, in fact, be) naive. Self-help groups may also receive training in counseling skills, making them ideal preventive interventionists.

To summarize this discussion, women and men are both often placed in stressful life conditions. Women may feel more comfortable than men, however, with establishing and exploiting social ties when they experience difficulties. Women are sensitive to stressors both in the home and workplace, while role expectations may limit the social support they receive whether home or employed. In addition to role conflict, women also often experience a number of life events, that men either do not, or are much less likely to experience. For these events social support may be a key resource due to the negative impact these events have on well-being. Peer support may in such cases be especially helpful, as those who have experienced such events may be empathic and perceived by victims as understanding.



Ecological Congruence

In two recent papers (Hobfoll, 1985); Hobfoll, Kelso, & Peterson, in press) I have presented a model of what I have called “ecological congruence” as a mechanism for understanding the potential contribution of various resources, especially social support, in the coping process. Rather than accepting a priori that a given resource is appropriate merely because we have labelled it a “resource,” this model requires placing the potential resource in an ecological framework in which it may be evaluated and understood. Social support, or any resource for that matter, may or may not have a positive effect for a given individual or group, and the very term “social support” is misleading as it implies a priori a supportive effect from social interactions.

The general model can be stated in the following mapping sentence that emphasizes various dimensions inherent in all social ecologies (Figure 1). The dimensions are: resource, need, strain, time, values (of self and others), and perception. These dimensions are seen as a constellation in which there is a given resource-individual-situation fit that determines the “valence of effect.”

[image: ]Figure 1 Model of ecological congruence.
As may be noted in Figure 1, individuals have a variety of potential resources at their disposal. Within each resource category there are furthermore different types and qualities of each potential strength, i.e., different personality resources or types of social support. Following the mapping sentence, these potential resources may have positive, negative, or no effect on reducing strain (Strain Dimension). This effect will be determined by the extent to which the particular resource, or combination of resources (Resource Dimension) which are recruited meet, do not meet or interfere (Valence of Effect) with the task or emotional demands placed on the individual (Need Dimension).

Demands change over time in relation to the event and differ in regards to the person’s place in the life span (Time Dimension). Elderly women have different needs following divorce than do young women. Both groups have different needs during, immediately following, and one year after the divorce. The resources may further vary in their effectiveness in relation to the personal values of the individual regarding the event (“it’s okay for someone in our family/in our society to be divorced”) (Values dimension). These values may even be expressed as outright constraints, as for example, in Israel where the man has to grant his wife the divorce, in some religions where divorce is granted only on pain of excommunication or ostracization from the community, and in some states’ abortion laws. Finally, the individual’s own perception of what constitutes threat, support, personal needs, existent cultural values, etc. is a critical axis on which objective events acquire personal meaning (Perception Dimension). To illustrate how the model of ecological congruence can be employed the following example is given.

In a recent study by Perry London and myself (Hobfoll & London, in press) personality resources of self-esteem and sense of mastery, and social support resources (Resource Dimension) of intimacy with friends and family and amount of actual support received during the current period were studied in respect to psychological distress–state depression and anxiety (Strain Dimension), among women whose loved ones were mobilized during the first week of the recent Lebanon War (June, 1982). The event was perceived as ecologically being a crisis with little warning time (Time Dimension). The elapsed time since the event was seen as critical in limiting the recruitment and receipt of social support (Time X Resource interaction). Cultural norms suggested women would be expected to perform their role functions, but expressions of emotions were assumed to be acceptable, suggesting that social support, if obtainable, would be willingly requested and offered (Values Dimension). Israelis are aware of the real threats of war and have been to enough war-related funerals to have no delusions about potential outcome.

Evaluating these factors it was predicted that women with greater personality resources would experience less distress than women possessing lesser personality resources. It was further predicted that greater social support would also be related to less psychological distress. Due to the lack of time, however, personality resources were expected to be more effective in this situation than social support resources.

The first and last hypotheses were confirmed. While women in general had extremely elevated state depression and anxiety, women who had greater self-esteem and mastery were less likely to experience severe psychological distress. These measures of self-esteem and mastery were shown to be trait measures that were not affected by crisis events (Hobfoll & Walfisch, 1984; Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, & Mullan, 1981). However, social support was actually found to have a negative impact on psychological distress. Women who had greater intimacy with friends and who reported receiving greater amounts of support during the events were more state anxious and state depressed than women who had less intimate friends and who received less actual support. Intimacy with family was not related to distress.

Upon debriefing it became evident why social support would actually increase strain. Women reported that friends generated “rumor mills”, which usually disseminated horrifying rumors (e.g., “they’re not broadcasting the real number of dead”, or “the lack of information is because hundreds have been killed like in ’73” [Yom Kippur War]). Furthermore, friends were often experiencing the identical event and could find no other topic to discuss. The more friends women possessed and the more they sought out and received “support”, the more likely they were to be part of the “pressure cooker” process. Women who were distressed probably also sought out more support. More isolated individuals, with a strong sense of self-esteem and mastery coped better and by not being part of the “pressure cooker” process, may actually have experienced less stressors–social support having in this case become itself a stressor. Before debriefing we had expected social support to be emotionally supportive when, in fact, the content of intimate social interactions was itself stress producing.

The model of ecological congruence may also facilitate comparison across studies. Until now the level of comparison between studies has been global. So, all stressors, mediated by all social interactions, for all persons and groups, across any time period have been compared. This is based on the assumption that either the effect of social support is so pervasive that its effect is felt in the same manner in all conditions, or that the conditions themselves have a limited effect on the process. This has caused much consternation when reviewers have been unable to explain, for example, why some investigations verified a stress-buffering effect of social support, whereas others have found only a direct effect. Having no model to organize their thinking the scientist and practitioner is awash in the sea of infinite explanations. Any model, no matter how complex, limits the number of possible operating mechanisms. An incorrect model can be rejected and a partially correct model can be improved upon. The absence of a model, however, prevents even the ability to limit the universe of possibilities.

The absence of an organizing system also leads to a second related problem. If, for example, the ecology of the event is assumed not to be a major factor, then differences between studies are attributed to weaknesses in methodology alone. It is not the conditions that account for differences, but faulty measurement. Consequently, differences between studies can be “explained away,” instead of being explained.

Comparing the women during war study discussed above to a second longitudinal investigation of a crisis event concerning women within 24 hours prior to biopsy for suspected cancer and 3 months later for those not having cancer (Hobfoll & Walfisch, 1984), it was found that in both studies personality resources had an advantage over social support resources in preventing psychological distress during the immediate stages of the threatening event. The studies are comparable in relation to time, type of stress (sudden and not of the individuals’ doing), values (acceptable to receive support), groups (women who are neither very old or very young), type of strain measured, and need (emotional support and help with children). These trends will, of course, need to be verified by further comparison to like studies.

If trends can be found for similar ecologies, trends may also be teased from investigations that have some common aspects. Pearlin et al. (1981) in a discussion of the effect of social support immediately following crisis showed evidence to suggest that the effect of social support may, in part, be to bolster self-esteem that is depleted as time elapses and the acute stressor becomes chronic. Consequently, social support may have greater value for coping with chronic stressors than acute stressors. This clarifies the findings in the acute stressor studies of women during war and prior to biopsy. Each of the studies have examined psychological strain, considered self-esteem and social support resources, and evaluated events that require emotional support.

Future research will need to verify or challenge these early findings. However, it is suggested that application of the model of ecological congruence encourages attempts, as in these cases, to identify the effectiveness of specific resources in relation to different ecologies, and to follow a program of study within an organized system rather than carrying out “question-based” studies that have typified this field.




Conclusions

This chapter emphasized the special stressors impingent on women from adolescence through old age. An ecological perspective was seen as guiding research and application of social support for women during stressful periods in their lives. A model of “ecological congruence” that emphasizes the person-situation fit of social support and other coping resources was presented. This model emphasizes that biological, cultural, need, time, and perception dimensions must be considered in order to understand and predict the potential effect of natural or professional intervention–the application of resources.

To the extent that the model proposed above is considered relevant to the study of stress and resource utilization, research and interventions will need to be both multi-modal and interdisciplinary. Intervention or examination aimed at a single mode implies that other modalities may be ignored, temporarily set aside, or held constant. However, the interactive nature of ecologies, if such expression is more than a catch-phrase, implies that a number of interrelated entities must be addressed simultaneously. Affecting one dimension of the ecology inevitably affects each of the others. These reverberations along the ecosystem are often surprising in outcome, especially if the ecology has not been carefully considered.

If different aspects of the individual and her environment are to be studied or affected, professionals with varied backgrounds will need to work together. Individual professionals will likewise need to widen their scope. For an understanding of the ecology of women, mental health professionals will need to sharpen their knowledge of economics, therapists will need to acquire community organizational skills, and activists will have to learn to develop job training programs aimed at making women more employable in more highly paid occupations.

The complexity of an ecological approach may at first appear so cumbersome as to motivate an avoidance response and a clinging to simpler models. However, researchers and interventionists have, in fact, been developing multidimensional models related to their work in the general area of stress and social support with considerable success. While complexity for complexity’s sake alone is antithetical to science, it is believed that this model will have heuristic and additional explanatory value and more closely approaches the reality that individuals face.
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A glance at the table of contents for this volume reveals much about the state of research on adolescent friendship and social support. Every chapter but this is concerned with adults or those about to enter adulthood (e.g., college students). The absence of other chapters on school-age adolescents testifies quite accurately to the continued neglect of this developmental period among those who conduct research on social support.

While psychologists and other social scientists tend to pay little attention to adolescents under most circumstances, this “benign neglect” is particularly difficult to justify with respect to the study of friendship and social support (cf. Adelson & Doehrman, 1980). Friendships in adolescence have long been thought to have an intensity that may be unequaled (Berndt, 1982; Douvan & Adelson, 1966). These social relationships also have important mental health consequences (Hirsch & Reischl, 1985). In a national study comparing preadolescents and adolesents referred to clinics with a matched sample of nonreferred children (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1981), no other symptoms differentiated the groups more clearly than did disturbances in peer relations (Hartup, 1983). Some investigators have also found that adult psychiatric patients are best differentiated from controls on the basis of adolescent, rather than preadolescent, interpersonal behavior (Watt, Fryer, Lewine, & Prentky, 1979).

It would be difficult to understand adolescence without studying adolescent friendships. Friendships are tied to major developmental tasks of the period. For example, the need to develop new kinds of life involvements and social identities is generally considered fundamental to adolescent development (e.g., Conger & Peterson, 1984; Douvan & Adelson, 1966; Erikson, 1963). At school, they must acquire knowledge of specific content areas, develop work skills, establish more mature relationships with nonparental authority figures, and lay the basis for formulating post-high school vocational plans. With family members, they must develop or maintain valued relationships based on greater independence and changing interests and values. Friends can positively and negatively affect the ability of adolescents to achieve these objectives by means of modeling, advice, and encouragement (Hirsch, 1981). There are also important developmental changes with friends themselves: Adolescents must learn to share a variety of new activities, perspectives, and emotions, and explore alternative forms of closeness and conflict at both dyadic and group levels (Hirsch, 1985).

While research has been conducted on adolescent friendships (Berndt, 1982), mostly on qualities deemed important in a best friend, few links have been made between these studies and other aspects of personality or mental health. Correspondingly, there has been little attention to developmental considerations among the few existing studies of adolescent social support (Burke & Weir, 1978; Cauce, Felner, & Primavera, 1982).

This chapter focuses on two critical issues in understanding social support and friendships, issues that are salient throughout the life span: How are friendships initiated and deepened? What kinds of social competences are expressed at different stages of friendship development? These issues are fundamental not only to our basic theoretical understanding of friendship and social support, but also to our ability to design preventive and therapeutic social network interventions. If we are going to initiate programs to develop stronger, more supportive social networks, we need to study how people go about developing such networks on their own, in the natural environment. What different strategies are utilized? What accounts for success and failure? What problems need to be faced? Unfortunately, few studies with any age group have addressed these issues.

In this particular report, we employ a case-study approach, a methodology which has proven quite useful in early stages of developing other research and clinical domains. This approach permits us to take fullest advantage of a semi-structured interview format. In contrast to more typical survey research, we can explore much more fully the rich qualitative data which otherwise is often unreported in statistically-oriented presentations.

Lisa, the subject of our chapter, had just turned thirteen when we interviewed her for the first time towards the end of the seventh grade. She was very psychologically minded and verbally articulate, attractive, and extremely poised. Lisa was eager to talk about her friendships, of which she had many. Indeed, her interviewer at times thought that she could “write a book” about how to develop a social network. We can thus explore in considerable detail and concreteness some issues that are involved in developing a social network.

In returning to interview her for a second time one year later, it was not altogether surprising, though it was unexpected, to discover that she had skipped the eighth grade, advancing from the seventh to the ninth. This promotion was based on Lisa’s social abilities rather than her academic performance, though she was a good student. We thus were able to interview her during two important school transitions, transitions that can often be extremely stressful (e.g., Cauce et al., 1982; Hirsch, 1985). Indeed, this period may encompass more change than any other in life (cf. Newcomb, Huba, & Bentler, 1981).

In addition to the two interviews conducted with Lisa, information is presented that was obtained from an interview with her boyfriend, Aaron, and a close friend, Debbie. Both were interviewed at the time of Lisa’s initial interview. The use of multiple informants has been rare in support research. This format enables us to address important issues from a variety of perspectives.


Lisa

Lisa was the leader of a tightly structured group at the time of the first interview. She was apparently quite active socially and popular at school. She listed more than the maximum number of friends allowed on a questionnaire on which she was to indicate members of her social network. She later stated, “These are my best friends. I have a thousand friends.” Most of the people she listed as her closest friends were also leaders of groups independent of Lisa’s group.

The distinction of leaders and followers among her friends was a natural one for Lisa to make. She described herself as having been a leader since she was very young, and went on to say that it had caused her tremendous trouble throughout her life. For example, she had experienced conflicts with teachers when she left people out of her group, and at times felt she was held responsible for the behavior of individuals within the group: “everytime the group does something wrong it’s always blamed on me and that is really terrible. That really bugs me.” Although Lisa was aware of the security obtained by belonging to a group and enjoyed being able to decide the group’s activities, by the time of the second interview she remarked that she was “glad to get rid of being the leader of a group…. You get slapped in the face. These people would do what you wanted them to do and you never thought about it, and then they turned around and they all said ‘No.’” We shall see that there were additional, more subtle costs to attaining her position.

In addition to her own personal experience with social relationships, Lisa had exposure to more formal views on interpersonal relationships from several sources. Lisa had taken a special course with counselors at her school on peer counseling, and several close family friends were professionals in this area. In addition, she stated she liked to read about young people’s problems such as drug abuse and changes in life.

Let us consider how she developed her network by considering some specific relationships.


Helen

Helen had been one of Lisa’s closest friends for many years. The manner in which Lisa became friends with her illustrates one of her favorite strategies: the use of a “stepping stone.”

Lisa (L)

I met her when I was in third grade. She hated me and I wanted to be her friend real bad, and for third and fourth grade she totally ignored me. And in the fifth grade she kind of gave me a chance. And I gave her my best side and she liked me and starting the end of fifth grade we started [becoming friends] … I invited her to a home party, a party we had here, and she liked that, and she invited me to go to the movies with her, and I invited her to spend the night at my house and then we talked and then we got to know each other….

Interviewer (I)

When you wanted to become friends, but it didn’t work out, did you try to become friends with her?

L

Uh Huh.

I

You offered to do things with her?

L

Yes. I asked her to come over. She made up excuses.

I

So what do you think? Did you do something different that last time? What was different about the situation that she came?

L

I was older. And I was in her class again … and people liked me. So then I guess she thought, “Oh, I guess she’s O.K.” And I made friends with one of her best friends. And so then I invited her and her best friend to come to a party. Her best friend couldn’t come, which I was glad of, but she [Helen] came anyway.

I

When you invited her best friend, was that partly a technique to get her [Helen] to come?

L

Yes. Yes. Very much so.

I

Out of curiosity, is that other person on your list [of friends] now?

L

No.


Lisa’s basic approach in winning Helen’s friendship involved a meeting through a mutual friend followed by increasingly personal and reciprocal invitations. Lisa was aware of the importance of being accepted by mutual friends, especially since Helen had rejected her previous overtures toward friendship. The two friends quickly moved from the group activity of the party to dyadic but indirect contact at the movies to a much more intensely personal interaction at Lisa’s home.

Lisa reported that problems developed in her relationship with Helen shortly after they became friends. Lisa explains that initially Helen was much more popular than she was. She goes on to say, “Then I met her and she was kind of a stepping stone–and now you could say I’m higher than she is. Now I’m more popular and have more friends.” Lisa reports that their friendship became more difficult for Helen as Lisa became more popular; however, Lisa stated that the discrepancy in social status was not a problem for her. While some friendship remained between them, they were now in different schools and rarely saw each other.

The development of this friendship is remarkable in several ways. Lisa doggedly pursued Helen’s friendship despite 2 years of rejection. Clearly, becoming friends with Helen was an important goal. She developed a plan of action that she carefully followed and that eventually proved effective. This plan involved using another friend as a vehicle to approach Helen. This certainly has some implications for intervention efforts, as making friends with the friends of one’s friends–or, to use network terminology, gaining access to the second-order zone–is a clear potential intervention strategy. While this proved a successful maneuver in this instance, it may not have been without its own cost. We may wonder what happened to the friend who was used as the intermediary and then, apparently, was cast aside. An emerging issue in this context will be how to make use of one’s contacts and friendships without “using” and abusing these people in the process.

Finally, we see Lisa distinguishing between two major stages of friendship. The first stage is the entry stage, beginning the relationship. The second stage involves developing and intensifying the relationship. She saw the first stage as involving largely superficial, at times even artificial contact. The second stage was the more personal and honest involving more individual contact and self-disclosure. Different strategies were seen to be needed for each stage, as we shall see more clearly in discussing Lisa’s friendship with Debbie and Aaron.



Debbie

At the time of the first interview, Lisa ranked Debbie among her closest friends. In describing the course of their friendship, we shall again see the importance of a mutual friend as a bridge between two people who previously were not friends with each other, except that in this instance, it is the mutual friend who persuades Lisa to become friends with Debbie. We shall also be introduced to the importance of popularity or social status to Lisa and the effect this has on her friendships.

Interviewer

How about Debbie? When did you meet her?

L

Sixth grade. I didn’t like her at all. A real nerd … she was a brain and knew everything … and I guess I didn’t give her a chance. That automatic out, you know. Everybody, no matter whether they want to or not, does that. Making quick judgments.

I

… in sixth grade she was hanging out with Jeanne. Then, in a way, you were forced to spend more time with her … so how did you work that out, because at first you didn’t care for her.

L

Well, I said to Jeanne, “How could you like her?” Jeanne told me about her … that she’s a nice person, that her family is a lot like mine, she has the same views on a whole lot of things. She is just normally a really sweet person that I could be friends with … very nice.

I

Then you said, well, we’ll try it out … were you friendly towards her?

L

Yes.

I

How were you friendly towards her?

L

I was just nice to her and she ate lunch with us and I talked with her and then I invited her somewhere….

I

When you first started to become friends with her, how much status did she have then?

L

None. She still has no status at school. People want to know why I’m friends with her.

I

Does that bother you?

L

Yes. I mean there are times that I just want to kill myself because I’m embarrassed to be with her and that she’s one of my very best friends.


Here we see differences in social status serving not only as a barrier to becoming friends, but acting as a threat to the friendship even after the formation of what Lisa considers a close relationship. This tends to call somewhat into question Lisa’s attempt to relegate status considerations merely to the beginning of relationships; this should be borne in mind when we return to a consideration of Lisa’s perspectives on friendship and social skills later in the paper.

For her part, Debbie also did not like Lisa when they first met. She felt Lisa was “stuck up” and noted that she hung out with the sixth graders. Debbie comments that they came to know each other in the sixth grade because the older kids were gone and they were the only ones left. As their friendship developed, they went to movies together, played sports, and visited at each other’s houses. Debbie reports that Lisa disclosed more personal information than she, and further commented that Lisa was the only one of her friends with whom she had any problems. For example, she did not enjoy sports activities with Lisa as much as her other friends because she thought Lisa cheated and was a poor sport when she lost. They also had disagreements when Lisa copied from others’ papers during tests and then seemed to act superior when she got a higher grade.

There seemed to be some friction in this relationship as well as some discrepancy in the friends’ reports of their closeness. Debbie predicted they would drift apart when they got into high school because Lisa would become friends with other people who would not necessarily like her. She acknowledged that there was already some distancing between them as Lisa was making new friends with some eighth graders. Debbie seemed displeased with aspects of Lisa’s behavior, whereas Lisa was more concerned with the difference in their status at school.



Aaron and Friends

Aaron had been Lisa’s boyfriend for one month at the time of the first interview. He was a year older and perceived as popular by Lisa. She stated that she had a crush on him most of that year and had broken up with another boyfriend because she liked Aaron. Their relationship commenced when Lisa asked him to a Sadie Hawkins dance. Though Aaron described their relationship as an “impossible dream” come true and hoped they would stay together for a long time, Lisa questioned how well they were getting along and how long they would be together. She also liked some other boys and felt somewhat constricted by her relationship with Aaron.

Aaron was not Lisa’s first boyfriend, as she reports having two boyfriends the year before. In many ways, her relationship with Aaron was very much like her relationship with any other friend.

Interviewer

When you go out with Aaron, what do you do?

L

Movies, or out to lunch, usually out to lunch. Or just ride our bikes or talk, or he comes and helps me take care of the animals, or something like that.

I

So in a lot of ways it’s doing things together that you do with anyone else?

L

Yeah. Just like a friend … in a lot of ways.

I

But it’s also clear that it’s a boyfriend/girlfriend thing.

L

Yeah.


She sees Aaron every day at school, but infrequently on weekends, which she primarily spends with her other friends. It is interesting that heterosexual activity at this early stage is quite informal, and probably does not require the level of social skills that Lisa possesses. We may speculate that in later years, when dating has become more formal and ritualized, greater social skills are required. Many adolescents with poorer social skills may not begin getting involved in dating until they are older, at which time they may need much more social skill and self-confidence than they would have at an earlier stage. Thus, we may speculate that those with good social skills who start “going out” early may have it doubly easy, while those with poorer social skills who begin “going out” later may have it doubly hard.

When Lisa became friends with Aaron, she also became acquainted with his group of friends. She identified this group of people as those she most wanted to be closer with at that point in time. Lisa described her approach to Aaron’s friends as follows: “I have to watch what I say more–make sure it’s the right thing, make sure you’re witty and funny … have to act more mature. I put in this ‘tape.’ I have a really childish side and another side that is mature. And I can make either one come out. I say to myself, ‘now it’s time to be …’.” When asked how these new friendships would be affected if she and Aaron broke up, she replied, “I’ve made it with them. I made friends with them all. Now I don’t need him anymore. Literally, you know, I’m there.” Though Lisa had been attracted to Aaron for some time and emphasized that she had not “used” him, she was clearly aware of the social advantages associated with their friendship.

Lisa’s persistence in pursuing a desired relationship is evident with Aaron as well as Helen. She maintained her interest in him throughout the year and considered ways in which she could make her feelings known to him. However, her interest in him had already begun to diminish at the time of the interview. It also seems that part of Aaron’s appeal was, again, the entry he provided to a new group of friends. Once she was in contact with the desired friends, she was able to put her strategy for initiating friendships into motion, as she did with Helen. This strategy involved selective presentation of those aspects of herself which she viewed as most consistent with the target group of friends.

While with Aaron’s friends, older than she, the proper strategy was to act mature and witty, in general Lisa was of the opinion that being a Pollyanna was the best way to initiate friendships and be seen as attractive by others. However, first you had to have the opportunity, because “if you wore the wrong thing, and you looked the wrong way, and you weren’t good looking, people aren’t going to give you the first chance that the other person has. And I don’t agree with that, but that’s just the way it is.”

Given this entree, she would then show her good side, her Pollyanna: “I’m good at being nice to people.
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