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Abstract: 

In light of the increase in the number and rigor of studies on adult friendship and the tendency of 

kin and neighbor relationships to have become more structurally similar to friendship, this is a 

crucial juncture at which to pause and assess what we know and do not know about adult 

friendship, to begin a needed theoretical synthesis, to identify gaps in the literature and to 

produce guidelines for future research. The purpose of this article is to present an integrative 

conceptual framework, incorporating both sociological and psychological perspectives, for use in 

these endeavors. The framework posits that the social structural and psychological aspects of 

individual characteristics operate together to shape behavioral motifs which, in turn, influence 

friendship patterns (dyadic and network structure and phases). Furthermore, dyadic and network 

structure and phases affect one another through interactive friendship processes. The elements of 

this integrative framework and the relationships among them vary by structural and cultural 

context. 

 

Article: 

In contrast to other forms of intimate relationships in our society, friendship is uniquely 

voluntary. Whereas relatives are designated by blood or legal ties and neighbors by proximity, 

friends are selected. Furthermore, friendship is a relatively uninstitutionalized relationship 

without standard rituals, norms or nomenclature to guide the partners. Yet, friendship choices are 

not wholly fortuitous, nor is amicable behavior unscripted (Allan, 1989). 

 

Scholars who view friendship as voluntary pay special attention to dispositional factors in 

friendship formation and maintenance. In contrast, those who have a sociological perspective 

emphasize the effects of social structure and influence largely beyond individual control. These 

two traditions are distinct in another way as well. Dispositional theorists tend to focus on the 

interactive processes that take place in friendship dyads, whereas structuralists tend to study the 

form of individuals' entire friendship networks (Blieszner & Adams, 1992). With two decades of 

research on record, it is now possible to construct frameworks for the integration of these two 

perspectives. 

 

This is a propitious moment to pause and assess how friend relationships are studied. Kin and 

neighbor relationships are becoming more similar to the less often studied friend relationship. 

People now have more freedom in choosing where they live and in determining the quality of 

their family ties. Understanding how personality and social structure interact to affect friendship 
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should, therefore, provide insight into the dynamics of other, increasingly voluntary, types of 

relationships. 

 

The purpose of this article is to present an integrative conceptual framework in which both 

sociological and psychological perspectives on friendship are incorporated (see Figure 1). We 

developed this framework by examining existing friendship research findings, but also by 

incorporating social psychological, structural and psychological theory in ways that previous 

friendship researchers have not. The framework can be used to assess what is known about adult 

friendship and what is not known, to attempt theoretical syntheses of the research, to identify 

gaps in the literature and to produce a map for future research. The aim of this article, however, 

is much more modest; it is not intended to be an exhaustive review of the literature (see 

Blieszner & Adams, 1992; Hays, 1988). Rather, our intention is to stimulate comment that could 

lead to refinement of the framework, as well as to guide further exploration of the phenomenon 

of friendship itself. 

 

Figure 1 presents a graphic depiction of influences on friendship patterns (see Blieszner & 

Adams, 1992, for an earlier version of this framework). The basic framework is one that has 

been used repeatedly in friendship research: individual characteristics (I) affect friendship 

patterns (II). The elements of this framework and 

the interactions among them vary by structural and cultural context (III) . 

 

As each element of this conceptual framework and the interconnections among them are 

described in detail below, the distinction between this framework and the typical approach to the 

study of friendship will become apparent. For now, two departures should be noted. First, 

friendship researchers have often relied on proxy measures of both independent and dependent 

variables rather than using direct measures of the concepts of interest to them. For example, 

many researchers have examined the relationship between sex and frequency of interaction with 

friends when they were in fact interested in the broader issue of how gender shapes relationships. 

Although we acknowledge that direct measures of theoretical concepts are sometimes difficult to 

develop (see Adams, 1989), the approach dictated by our framework involves avoiding the use of 

mere proxy measures whenever possible. Second, though many friendship researchers have 

reported findings about the effect of individual characteristics on various aspects of friendship 

patterns, very few have described the processes by which such effects occur. Duck (1990) 

compared this to trying to explain the connection between ingredients and dinner without 

discussing cooking. The approach outlined here involves explications of the processes 

connecting individual characteristics and friendship patterns as well as descriptions of the 

interactive processes connecting the structure and phases of friendships. The arrows in the figure 

indicate both processes that have been shown by research to exist and those that remain to be 

discovered. 

 

Friendship and individual characteristics 

The majority of friendship researchers have examined the connection between individual 

characteristics and some aspect of friendship patterns (see Blieszner & Adams, 1992). 

Structuralists have criticized research on friendship for relying mainly on dispositional 

assumptions (e.g. that people with similar attitudes have internalized similar norms and thus 

behave in similar ways) and on explanations that ignore the effect of individual involvement in 



structured social relationships (Allan, 1989; Wellman, 1983). Conversely, structuralists can be 

accused of overlooking the influence of affective and cognitive elements in determining intimate 

 
relationships. But there is a more serious problem with much of the friendship literature: 

researchers often fail to develop any theoretical argument, be it dispositional or structural, to 

support their analyses. They simply add variables such as age or sex and, occasionally, race or 

class to the research design without stating why they think these variables might have important 

effects on friendship patterns. They rarely distinguish, either conceptually or empirically, 

between the effects on friendship of social structural position (Ia) and psychological disposition 

(Ib). Thus they neither specify the processes by which these effects take place nor examine the 

interactive effects of social structural position and psychological disposition. 

 

The failure to conceptualize and measure the effects of social structural position and 

psychological disposition independently is particularly problematic in studies of gender and age 

differences. Although comparing the sexes reveals, for example, that middle- aged men tend to 

have a larger number of friends and middle-aged women tend to have friendships that are more 

intimate (Fischer & Oliker, 1983), it is not clear why. It is quite different to say that men have 

more friends than women because they are more likely to occupy positions that put them in 

contact with potential friends than to say that men have more friends than women because they 

are more gregarious. Similarly, it is quite different to attribute the greater intimacy of women's 

friendships to female psychological capacity than to their opportunities to pursue such 

relationships. Sex is often used as a convenient proxy measure for one of these concepts or both. 

Researchers typically add sex to a set of independent variables predicting friendship patterns 

without discussing it conceptually and without including measures of the dispositional and 



structural consequences of gender (see Fox et al., 1985; Gillespie et al., 1985; Rubin, 1985, for 

exceptions). 

 

Similarly, many theorists have observed that friendship patterns are likely to change as people 

make life course transitions (e.g. Allan & Adams, 1989) and as they mature (e.g. B. B. Brown, 

1990). Just as the variable 'sex' is typically used in lieu of measures of both its social structural 

effects and psychological implications, in practice, friendship researchers typically use the 

variable 'age' as a proxy measure for both stage of life course and stage of development without 

distinguishing between these two aspects of ageing. For example, Weiss & Lowenthal (1975) 

found that older adults tended to have more complex and multidimensional friendships than 

middle aged or younger ones. They interpreted the results in light of differing age-related 

psychological needs and social norms, though they did not measure these needs or normative 

effects separately. 

 

Using the integrative framework (Figure 1) involves measuring the social and psychological 

aspects of individual characteristics separately and examining how they combine to shape 

friendship patterns. These elements and the processes connecting them are described later. 

 

Individual characteristics such as age, sex, race and class, are conceptualized in both structural 

terms, as determining opportunities for and constraints on behavior, and in psychological terms, 

as predicting dispositions. Social structure encompasses the interconnections among social 

positions (Ia) whose occupants have access to differing levels of power, prestige and wealth and 

thus different opportunities for and constraints on behaviors that might lead to friendship. 

Structural effects on behavior include cultural expectations about how people should act; role 

demands; and the availability, accessibility or appropriateness of spending time in various types 

of contexts. Structural opportunities for and constraints on friendship-related behavior vary by 

the social position of the individual in the context. Because it is difficult or impossible for an 

individual to change her or his social structural position (e.g. to change birth cohort, sex, race or 

class), a structural theorist would most likely advise changing contexts so that an individual's 

behavior options would be improved or constraints lessened (e.g. by moving to a new 

neighborhood or job). 

 

Psychological characteristics include personality, motives and personal preferences (Wright, 

1989) that affect behavior — that is, psychological disposition (Ib). Some friendship researchers 

have focused on dispositional differences resulting from socialization and others have 

emphasized genetic sources of differentiation (e.g. Rushton, 1989). To the person wishing to 

change her or his behavior, a dispositional theorist would suggest modifying attitudes or other 

personality traits. Whether the old attitudes or motives derived more from genetically-based 

predispositions or from socialization, it would be disposition that would have to change, not 

structural location. 

 

As shown in Figure 1, the social structural and psychological dimensions of individual 

characteristics affect one another through the processes of internalization and interpretation (see 

Cooley, 1964 and Mead, 1962, for classic discussions of these processes). An individual 

internalizes social structural expectations and these, in turn, affect her or his disposition. For 

example, a woman might internalize expectations that women are co-operative and thus be 



predisposed to this type of interaction. Conversely, an individual's disposition can affect how she 

or he interprets social structural opportunities and constraints. For example, a shy person might 

hesitate to attempt to establish friendships across social group boundaries, but a gregarious 

person might ignore such constraints. 

 

Together the social and psychological aspects of an individual's characteristics shape her or his 

behavioral motif, which becomes the foundation for the friendship patterns in which the person 

engages. A behavioral motif consists of the constellation of both the routine (Duck, 1994) and 

unpredictable aspects of an individual's daily activities and her or his responses to them. Individ-

uals do what they are predisposed to do within the structural opportunities and constraints that 

confront them. A description of an individual's behavioral motif would include the activities in 

which he or she engages; whether participation in each of them is regular and scheduled and, if 

so, what the schedule is and, if not, how long he or she typically pursues each of them; the extent 

to which each of the activities provides social opportunities; and how the individual feels about 

her or his involvement in the activities. 

 

Thus, a person's opportunities for and constraints on participation in various activities and her or 

his predisposition towards involvement in them determine what the individual actually does — 

the pattern of her or his daily life. It is this process, the process of living from day-to-day, that 

shapes friendship patterns. Some friendships are based on routine, repeated, predictable interac-

tions and others are formed after chance meetings. The individual's social and psychological 

characteristics, however, set the stage for the types of relationships that can emerge. 

 

Friendship patterns 

Friendship patterns (section II of Figure 1) consist of three interacting elements that operate at 

both dyadic (Ha) and network (IIb) levels of friendship: structure (the form of the ties linking an 

individual's friends such as the hierarchy and solidarity among them, the similarity of their social 

positions, the number of friends, the proportion of them who know one another and the pattern or 

connections among them), phases (the formation, maintenance and dissolution of friendship 

dyads and of clusters of friends within networks) and interactive processes (the thoughts, feelings 

and behaviors involved in acting as friends). The arrows in section II of Figure 1 indicate that at 

both the dyadic and network levels, structure and phases influence one another through interac-

tive processes. Dyads are embedded in networks, and thus their characteristics act upon one 

another. The potential for processes at one level to affect characteristics at the other level is 

indicated by the dotted box separating the two levels. 

 

Friendship structure 

Dyadic structure. Power hierarchy, status hierarchy, solidarity and homogeneity reflect the 

internal structure of friend pairs. The power and status hierarchies are independent, vertical 

dimensions of relationships (McWilliams & Blumstein, 1991). Power is the `probability that one 

actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out [her or] his own will despite 

resistance' (Weber, 1947: 152). Status reflects the distance between actors in terms of prestige or 

moral worth (R. Brown, 1965). 

 

Solidarity is the horizontal dimension of internal structure, or the degree of intimacy or closeness 

between dyad members (R. Brown, 1965). Some researchers treat intimacy as a process variable 



rather than as a structural one, but it is a fairly widely used measure of the strength of social ties 

and of social distance (Marsden & Campbell, 1984). 

 

Because friendships are typically viewed as intimate, at least to some degree, and egalitarian (i.e. 

with minimal structure, Thomas, 1987), many researchers have failed to examine these dimen-

sions of internal structure. Friendship researchers who have included a measure of 'degree of 

intimacy' have found variation on it, even though all of the relationships under study were 

supposed to be close. Research that addresses power or status within the dyad rather than 

excluding hierarchical relationships a priori could lead to similarly interesting results. 

 

Homogeneity is the similarity of the participants in terms of social positions, such as gender, 

race, occupational status, ethnicity or age. The internal hierarchy of relationships does not 

necessarily reflect the relative social positions of the participants in the broader societal context. 

Individuals who occupy similar structural locations could have different degrees of power or 

status within the context of their relationship. 

 

Network structure. The goal of network analysis is the formal representation of the structure of 

personal relations within the networks in which dyads are embedded (Feger, 1981; Wellman, 

1983). The term 'network' is used in many ways (Milardo, 1992). In this article, network refers to 

the collection of people that the subject considers as friends. A friendship network constantly 

changes and overlaps with the friendship networks of other people. To study the structure or 

interactive processes of personal friendship networks then, one must ask respondents to identify 

the relevant members of the social landscape considering how they perceive their relationships at 

the time. Members of an individual's friendship network might or might not know that the 

individual considers them as part of it. Thus, friendship networks must be studied from the 

respondent's perspective; the boundaries change and cannot be identified by outside observers. 

 

The basic structural characteristics of friendship networks include degree of hierarchy, solidarity 

and homogeneity, as well as the number of participants (size), the proportion of all possible 

friendships that exist among members (density) and the patterns of connections among an 

individual's friends (configuration). Network size can be measured by simply asking how many 

friends a respondent has, but a more rigorous approach is to operationalize size by counting the 

number of friends a respondent names. Information on each friendship then can be aggregated 

into measures of other structural characteristics of the entire network. A compromise method 

combines a global question about the number of friends with a series of specific questions about 

a few selected friends. 

 

Network density is a measure of 'the extent to which links which could exist among persons do 

in fact exist' (Mitchell, 1969: 18) and is expressed in terms of a percentage of all possible 

friendship links actually identified (Kapferer, 1969; Kephart, 1950; Niemeijer, 1973). A concept 

closely related to network density is configuration, the pattern of interlocking clusters of network 

members (see Feld, 1981; Laumann, 1973; Peretti, 1976; Salzinger, 1982 for discussions of 

different ways to characterize network configuration). Network configuration can be quite 

different in two equally dense networks; in one network, for example, ties might be evenly 

distributed throughout; in another, two or more clusters of people might be connected by only 

one mutual friend. 



 

Friendship phases 

Relationships are dynamic, developing and evolving over time. Friendships have beginnings, 

when partners become acquainted; middles, when solidarity and other features increase, 

decrease, fluctuate or remain stable; and, sometimes, endings for any of a variety of reasons (see 

Blieszner & Adams, 1992; Hays, 1988, for reviews of friendship phase literature). The lengths of 

friendship phases vary between people and situations. Any movement from one friendship phase 

to another might be deliberate or might occur by chance. Although the language used to describe 

the trajectory of friendship often implies that friends proceed from one phase to another via 

planned, conscious mechanisms, individuals differ in the extent to which they consciously 

employ friendship development strategies. 

 

Our purpose in this section is not to specify a unitary definition or a rigid sequence of friendship 

phases. Rather, we wish to emphasize that understanding friendship patterns is enhanced by 

recognizing that friendships change over time. 

 

Dyadic phases. Friendship formation involves movement from stranger to acquaintance to 

friendship. The beginning phase of friendship involves identification of or attraction to a 

potential friend, initial meetings with the potential friend (if a stranger) and getting to know the 

other and letting the other know oneself. Hays (1984, 1985) described attitudinal and other 

behavioral changes as partners moved from acquaintanceship to friendship. For example, 

friendships that became closer over time, compared with those that did not, involved more 

interaction over a broader range of activities. Closer friendships gradually became more 

dependent on affection than on frequency of contact. 

 

The maintenance phase of friendship is perhaps the most variable period both in terms of the 

processes that occur and in terms of the degree to which partners consciously attend to the 

relationship. Friends have many different ways of sustaining their interest in, affection towards 

and involvement with each other (Rose & Serafica, 1986). From time to time, they may 

consciously or unconsciously evaluate each other, other friendships, friendship opportunities and 

relevant social circumstances. Friends might decide, for example, whether to retain the 

friendship at its current level of solidarity, change to a higher or lower level of involvement, 

engage in different activities together, dissolve the friendship, display indifference to it or any 

number of other possibilities (Hays, 1989; Holt, 1982; Murstein et al., 1977). 

 

Some friendships enter a dissolution phase and others do not, the end state being the product of a 

series of other events. Friendships can endure for decades, with the assumption of indefinite 

existence; some will end abruptly, as with serious disagreement or the death of one partner; and 

others wither away from benign neglect (Shea et al., 1988). Processes inherent in the dissolution 

phase concern the ways that individuals end friendships, ranging from direct and explicit 

declaration of the parting to more indirect ones, such as avoiding the friend or failing to initiate 

encounters (Rose, 1984; Rusbult, 1987). 

 

Network phases. Friendship phases occur not only with respect to dyadic interactions, but also 

with respect to networks. In the latter case, the formation phase involves the development of new 

friendship clusters and the integration of individuals and dyads into existing ones. The 



maintenance phase incorporates the ways that individuals, dyads and clusters sustain the network 

as it is or change it in some manner. Finally, network dissolution involves the elimination of one 

or more dyads or clusters or (in rare instances) breaking up of all the friendship bonds in the 

network. Research on network phases has only just begun. 

 

Interactive friendship processes 

Interactive friendship processes reflect the dynamic aspects of the relationship between dyad 

members and among network participants. These processes are the covert cognitive and affective 

responses and the overt behavioral events that occur when people interact (Kelley et al., 1983). 

In other words, they are 'the adverbial properties of interactions' (Duck & Sants, 1983: 31). 

 

Interactive processes in dyads. Cognitive processes reflect the internal thoughts that each partner 

has about her- or himself, the friend and the friendship. These thoughts concern, for example, 

how one assesses the stability of the friendship, explains shared experiences and interprets one's 

own behavior and one's partner's intentions or needs, as well as evaluations and judgements of 

another's attractiveness, character, similarity to the self and so on. Affective processes 

encompass emotional reactions to friends and friendship. Empathy, affection, trust, loyalty, 

satisfaction, commitment, joy and contentment are all positive or pleasurable emotions. 

Indifference, anger, hostility and jealousy are examples of negative or unpleasant ones. 

Behavioral processes are the action components of friendship. They include communication, 

such as disclosure of one's thoughts and feelings. Other behavioral processes are displays of 

affection, social support, resource exchange, co-operation, accommodation to a friend's desires, 

co-ordination, sharing activities and interests, concealment, manipulation, conflict, competition 

and the like. 

 

The three types of friendship processes interact with each other, such that cognitive processes 

can result in affective reactions that in turn influence future actions, behaviors can affect 

thoughts and emotions, and so on. Individuals differ both in the extent to which they employ 

interactive processes strategically versus assuming a more passive stance, and in the extent to 

which their dispositions are oriented more toward one type of interactive process than toward 

others. People can either express thoughts, feelings and actions so their friends are aware of them 

or keep them hidden. Although studies of various dyadic processes have been conducted 

(Blieszner & Adams, 1992), the range of interactive processes researched is not comprehensive 

and the relationships among types of processes have not been examined. 

 

Interactive processes in networks. As Simmel (Wolff, 1950) observed, relationships involving 

more than two people differ from dyads. In a dyad, the withdrawal of one person from the 

relationship signals its end, so that the friends are fully dependent on one another. In contrast, a 

network is more stable than a dyad because it continues to exist even if one member departs. A 

network also imposes constraints on its members and allows individual participants to shift to 

other members the responsibility for what they have done or not done (Coser, 1977). 

 

The cognitive, affective and behavioral processes discussed above for dyads thus operate 

differently at the network level. For example, a person involved in an isolated dyadic relationship 

might feel more responsible for helping a friend in need than would a person embedded in a web 

of friend relationships (Hobfoll & Stokes, 1988). In addition, Simmel suggested that some 



interactive processes not possible at the dyadic level can occur at the network level. One person 

could intentionally cause conflict to attain power or other resources, act as a mediator between 

disputants, or try to enhance her or his position in the group by taking one side of an argument 

(Coser, 1977). 

 

In one of the few studies of friendship network processes (cognitive domain), Hirsch (1979) 

examined satisfaction with friendship networks among college students. The significant 

predictors were the students' satisfaction with friendships that involved multiple activities, not 

having fixed roles in the friendships, having a group feeling when together with friend network 

members and engaging in a variety of activities with them. Similarly, Stokes (1983) found that 

the strongest predictors of satisfaction with social support received from network members were 

having a medium-sized network and having up to seven confidants in the network. This study 

illustrates the connection between structural and process features of friendship, discussed in 

further detail below. 

 

Proxy measures of interactive processes. Thus far our analysis of processes has focused on 

specific thoughts, feelings and actions that take place between and among friends. Other process 

variables have received research attention as well. These include measures of how often and how 

long interactive processes occur (the length of acquaintance, the frequency of contact, the 

recency of contact and the average length of each contact). They also include the variety of 

interactive processes that take place, assessed by multiplexity (the number of different activities 

in which friends participate together) and directionality (whether friends behave reciprocally or 

not). 

 

We call these variables proxy measures of process because they reveal only that interaction takes 

place but not the nature of the processes involved. The underlying assumption of researchers 

who use these measures exclusively seems to be that a larger quantity and variety of process is 

better than less. Conner et al. (1979) clearly demonstrated, however, that measuring only the 

quantity and variety of process does not provide sufficient understanding of the significance of 

interpersonal relations in people's lives. Rather than focusing only on these indirect indicators of 

friendship interaction, with this framework we also advocate assessing the quality of 

relationships directly. 

 

Connections among elements and levels of friendship patterns Although researchers are just 

beginning to study the connections among the elements and levels of friendship patterns, we can 

note that, hypothetically, the lines of influence are myriad. Structure and phases affect one 

another through the interactive processes discussed above. Similarly, characteristics of the 

networks and the dyads that comprise them can also influence one another through these same 

interactive processes. 

 

Structure—processes—phases. The structure of friendships constrains and facilitates the 

processes that occur within them. For example, highly dense networks contribute to friendship 

stability (Salzinger, 1982) and to the ease of communication among members (Adams, 1983). 

Reciprocally, friendship processes can alter the structure of relationships. Each friendship 

process can have a strengthening or a weakening effect on the relationship. For example, friends 

who participate in certain activities together might grow closer (Hays, 1984, 1985). Conversely, 



deception or disputes might dissolve bonds among pairs of individuals or destroy an entire 

network of friends (Rook, 1989). 

 

The phases of friendship and the interactive processes that take place within them also affect one 

another. Research shows, for example, both that disclosure is different between strangers than 

between intimates (Derlega et al., 1976) and that confiding brings people closer together 

(Johnson & Aries, 1983). 

 

Studies in which structure, processes and phases were examined conjointly are rare. An example 

of the interplay of structure and process is the work on network density and satisfaction with 

social support. In a review of this research, Hobfoll & Stokes (1988) showed that low-density 

networks, compared to highly dense ones, are more helpful and more satisfying to people 

experiencing stressful life transitions such as returning to college in middle age or coping with 

widowhood or divorce. The explanation is that low- density networks include diverse members 

who can provide more opportunities to explore new roles, more referrals to sources of 

information, more job contacts and the like. On the other hand, dense networks are more 

satisfying and helpful when, for example, chronic illness or recuperation from surgery requires 

ongoing, co-ordinated help. 

 

An example of the connection between processes and phases can be found in research on 

friendship development among people who had moved to a newly-constructed retirement 

community (Shea et al., 1988). Over the course of this short-term longitudinal study, old 

friendships tended to remain stable in frequency of expressing affection and esteem, lending 

assistance and sharing information, whereas such types of exchanges became more frequent in 

new ones. Further differences were that give and take appeared to be more closely monitored 

between new friends than between long-term friends, and respondents were less likely to discuss 

personal information or reminisce with their new than with their old friends (although the 

amount of information exchanged did not differ across the phases of friendship). 

 

Dyad-network influence. The characteristics of friendship networks and their member dyads can 

influence each other in myriad ways, because processes taking place at one level can affect struc-

ture or phases at another. The hierarchy, homogeneity, solidarity, size and density of friendship 

networks influence and sometimes even constrain the structure of the pairs embedded in them. 

For example, the members of dense friendship networks might share pleasant experiences more 

frequently than members of low- density networks. This might, in turn, reinforce the solidarity of 

member dyads. The structure of dyads can conversely influence the structure of the overall 

network, though these effects are probably less likely to occur. But as an example, the members 

of egalitarian dyads might, through their attitudes, feelings and behaviors, create an atmosphere 

in which network equality was preferred over hierarchy. Of course, the higher the proportion of 

the constituent dyads that share a given structural characteristic, the more effective their 

influence would be on network structure. 

 

Dyadic and network phases can also affect one another. For example, members of networks in 

the maintenance phase might have a routine pattern of interaction that would make it easy to 

incorporate either a new or an established dyadic relationship. Consider a bridge club whose 

members have been playing together for some time. One member becomes acquainted with a 



new neighbor who also likes to play bridge and invites the neighbor to play in the next 

tournament. As a result of practicing for the tournament and enjoying each other's company, 

these players establish a friendship and then frequently join the bridge club group for card games 

and other activities. Thus, an established network had an influence on the development of a new 

friendship from the acquaintance to the maintenance phase. Conversely, a friendship dyad that 

was experiencing turmoil and dissolving might create conflict within the network in which it was 

embedded. As a result, the network might dissolve or shatter into smaller networks formed along 

loyalty lines. 

 

Structural and cultural context 

Friendship patterns operate differently across structural and cultural contexts (see Figure 1, III). 

Structure consists of any fairly permanent social pattern such as the hierarchical ordering of 

social positions or the way rewards and responsibilities are allocated to people occupying them. 

Culture consists of all that participants in a context learn both to believe, value, think and feel, 

and to do, use and produce. Both structure and culture vary among societies, subgroups of a 

given society and over historical time. Thus structural and cultural context affects the social 

positions that are available for people to occupy; their psychological dispositions, behavioral 

motifs and friendship patterns; and the processes connecting them. 

 

Very little research has been done on friendships outside North America, so it is difficult to 

compare the integrative framework across broad structural and cultural contexts, such as 

societies or nations. Nevertheless, indicators of the effect of the larger context on friendship 

patterns are easy to extract. For example, Allan & Adams (1989) noted that in the United States, 

women of all ages belong to a wide range of social, charitable, recreational and cultural 

organizations and, in addition, older women belong to and dominate social centers and clubs 

catering specifically for elderly people. In Britain, on the other hand, leisure associations for 

females are rare, both in old age and in earlier life phases. The implication is that American 

women have more social opportunities to form friendships outside the home and neighborhood 

than British women do. To take another case, Hall (1989) observed that in the United States, 

friendships develop quickly but only to a relatively superficial level, whereas in Europe, 

friendships take longer to solidify but ultimately tend to be deeper. Thus differing cultural norms 

for friendship yield different outcomes. 

 

Structure and culture vary not only by society, but also by subgroup within a society, which 

implies that the framework operates differently among subgroups in a given society. For 

example, in certain subgroups, social position may be more important for determining friendship 

patterns than in others. Relationships among employees of most corporations, for example, are 

developed along status lines; secretaries establish friendships with other secretaries, executives 

socialize with other executives; and gender, race and class are important to relationships within 

occupational status (Kanter, 1977). In contrast, among members of the subculture surrounding 

the Grateful Dead rock band displays and discussion of outside statuses are rare and, among 

hardcore 'Deadheads', even considered inappropriate. Within this subgroup of American society, 

then, social structural position in the world external to the subculture is not nearly as important in 

shaping relationships as is disposition and the patterns of participation (behavioral motifs) that 

result from it (Adams, 1993). 

 



Researchers have conducted a number of studies of friendships in a variety of subgroup contexts 

(e.g. Cohen & Rajkowski, 1982; Larson & Nelson, 1984; Levy, 1990), but few have carefully 

described the structure, interactive processes and phases of relationships. In addition, only rarely 

have scholars used the results of previous subgroup studies to inform their own research; study 

findings tell more about how a context affects friendship than how specific characteristics of 

contexts combine to affect friendship. 

 

The effect of the structure and culture of historical context on friendship patterns is another 

relatively unexplored area. Historians have begun to examine close relationships of the past, 

particularly friendships of the nineteenth century, using personal documents such as diaries and 

letters as sources of data (e.g. Hansen, 1992; Smith-Rosenberg, 1975). Another research direc-

tion involves the effect of industrialization and the development of the modern market economy 

on intimate relationships, which accepted wisdom held was an inhibiting one. More recently, 

however, evidence suggests that commercial society promotes rather than discourages 

friendships (Litwak, 1989; Oliker, 1989; Silver, 1990). 

 

The historical context also affects psychological disposition which can, in turn, affect friendship 

patterns. For example, personality psychologists who study life span development have observed 

cohort differences in motives and their effect on adult roles (Kogan, 1990) and social 

psychologists have reported a connection between social motives and friendship patterns 

(McAdams et al., 1984). In terms of our integrative framework, the psychological impact of the 

historical context would be observed in the extent to which changes over time in social motives 

affected friendship patterns. Much theoretical and empirical work needs to be done in history, 

sociology, psychology and other disciplines in order to develop a comprehensive understanding 

of friendship in relation to historical context. 

 

Summary and implications 

Previous conceptualizations of friendship tended to reflect unitary and simplistic descriptions of 

the relationship. In contrast, our perspective calls for acknowledgement of the diversity of 

experiences of friendship and of influences on friendship patterns. That is, analyses of friendship 

must take into account the interacting effects of social structure and psychological disposition as 

manifested in and expressed through the effects of being a particular gender, age, race and class, 

in a particular structural and cultural context. One friendship must not be treated as equivalent to 

another. 

 

The integrative framework presented in this article was developed both by synthesizing the 

existing empirical literature on friendship and by relying on broader theoretical discussions of 

social structure, personality and social interaction. It suggests a number of areas needing 

investigation. The literature contains descriptions of age group or sex differences in friendship 

patterns, but not analyses that conceptualize the effects in both social structural and 

psychological terms or that examine the combined effect of social position and psychological 

disposition on friendship- related behavioral motif. Certain elements of the framework, such as 

dyadic interactive processes and network structure, have been studied more than others 

(Blieszner & Adams, 1992). Researchers have often studied the end-points of friendship patterns 

in isolation from the interactive processes connecting them. Although some researchers have 

examined the interactive processes connecting some aspects of dyadic structure and phases, they 



have conducted virtually no studies on how day-to-day behavioral motifs affect friendship 

patterns, on the interactive processes that link network structure and phases, or on those that 

connect the characteristics of friendship dyads and networks. 

 

The friendship literature mainly tells the story of middle-class, caucasian college students, adults 

of unspecified age, or older adults living in the United States. Although people of both sexes, 

from different classes and of different ages are often included in the samples, researchers have 

not carefully examined the similarities and differences in their experiences. The variation of 

friendship patterns across structural and cultural contexts (including societies, subgroups and 

historical periods) is an even more neglected area. 

 

This framework is thus intended to inspire research and to provide a way of assessing conceptual 

progress. Ideally each scholar would select a focus of study, whether it be the effect of context or 

of individual characteristics on friendship patterns, the structure and phases of friendship dyads 

or of friendship networks or the connection between dyadic and network level characteristics. In 

each case, the researcher would pay attention not just to the chosen end-points, but to the 

relevant processes connecting them. Gradually, friendship scholars would develop detailed evi-

dence about how this framework operates in a variety of circumstances and would be able to 

refine it further. 

 

REFERENCES 

Adams, R.G. (1983) 'Friendship and Its Role in thc Lives of Elderly Womcn', unpublished PhD 

dissertation, University of Chicago, IL. 

Adams, R.G. (1989) 'Conceptual and Methodological Issues in Studying Friendships of Older 

Adults', in R.G. Adams & R. Blieszner (eds) Older Adult Friendship. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Adams, R.G. (1993) 'Toward a Contextual Approach to Friendship', invited pres- 

entation, International Nctwork on Pcrsonal Relationships, Milwaukee, WI.  

Allan, G. (1989) Friendship: Developing a Sociological Perspective. New York: 

Harvester Wheatsheaf. 

Allan, G. & Adams, R.G. (1989) 'Aging and the Structure of Friendship', in R.G. 

Adams & R. Blieszner (eds) Older Adult Friendship. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. Blieszner, R. & 

Adams, R.G. (1992) Adult Friendship. Ncwbury Park, CA: Sage. Brown, B.B. (1990) 'A Life-

span Approach to Friendship', in H.Z. Lopata & D. 

Maincs (eds) Friendship in Context. Greenwich, CT: JAI. 

Brown, R. (1965) Social Psychology. New York: Free Press. 

Cohen, C.I. & Rajkowski, H. (1982) 'What's in a Friend? Substantivc and Theoretical Issues', 

The Gerontologist 22:261-6. 

Conner, K.A., Powers, E.A. & Bultena, G.L. (1979) 'Social Interaction and Life Satisfaction: An 

Empirical Assessment of Late Life Patterns', Journal of Gerontology 34:116-21. 

Cooley, C.H. (1964) Human Nature and the Social Order. New York: Schockcn. Coser, L.A. 

(1977) Masters of Sociological Thought. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 

Derlega, V.J., Wilson, M. & Chaikin, A.L. (1976) 'Friendship and Disclosure 

Reciprocity', Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 34:578-82. 

Duck, S.W. (1990) 'Relationships as Unfinished Business: Out of the Frying Pan 

and into the 1990s', Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 7:5-28. 

Duck, S.W. (1994) 'Steady as (S)hc Goes: Relational Maintenance as a Shared 



Meaning System', in D.J. Canary & L. Stafford (eds) Communication and Re- 

lationship Maintenance. Ncw York: Academic. 

Duck, S.W. & Sants, H.U.A. (1983) 'On the Origin of the Specious: Arc Personal 

Relationships Really Interpersonal States?', Journal of Social & Clinical Psychology 1:27-41. 

Feger, H. (1981) 'Analysis of Social Networks', in S.W. Duck & R. Gilmour (eds) Personal 

Relationships 1: Studying Personal Relationships. London: Academic Press. 

Feld, S.L. (1981) 'The Focused Organization of Social Ties', American Journal of Sociology 

86:1015-35. 

Fischer, C.S. & Oliker, S.J. (1983) 'A Research Note on Friendship, Gender, and the Life Cycle', 

Social Forces 62:124-33. 

Fox, M., Gibbs, M. & Auerbach, D. (1985) 'Age and Gender Dimensions of Friendship', 

Psychology of Women Quarterly 9:489-501. 

Gillespie, D.L., Krannich, R.S. & Leffler, A. (1985) 'The Missing Cell: Amiability, Hostility, 

and Gender Differentiation in Rural Community Networks', The Social Science Journal 22:17-

30. 

Hall, E.T. (1989) Understanding Cultural Differences. Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press. 

Hansen, K.V. (1992) ' "Our Eyes Behold Each Other": Masculinity and Intimate Friendship in 

Antebellum New England', in P.M. Nardi (ed.) Men's Friendships. Newbury Park. CA: Sage. 

Hays, R.B. (1984) 'The Devclopmcnt and Maintenance of Friendship', Journal of Social and 

Personal Relationships 1:75-98. 

Hays, R.B. (1985) 'A Longitudinal Study of Friendship Development', Journal of Personality 

and Social Psychology 48:909-24. 

Hays, R.B. (1988) 'Friendship', in S.W. Duck (ed.) Handbook of Personal Relationships. 

Chichester: Wiley. 

Hays, R.B. (1989) 'The Day-to-Day Functioning of Close versus Casual Friendships', Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships 6:21-37. 

Hirsch, B.J. (1979) 'Psychological Dimensions of Social Networks', American Journal of 

Community Psychology 7:263-78. 

Hobfoll, S.E. & Stokes, J.P. (1988) 'The Process and Mechanics of Social Support', in S.W. 

Duck (cd.) Handbook of Personal Relationships. Chichester: Wiley. Holt, R.W. (1982) 

'Perceptions of the Equity and Exchange Processes in Dyadic Social Relationships', Perceptual 

and Motor Skills 54:303-20. 

Johnson, F.L. & Aries, E.J. (1983) 'The Talk of Women Friends', Women's Studies International 

Forum 6:353-61. 

Kanter, R.M. (1977) Men and Women of the Corporation. New York: Basic Books. Kapferer, B. 

(1969) 'Norms and the Manipulation of Relationships in a Work Context', in J.C. Mitchell (ed.) 

Social Networks in Urban Situations. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 

Kelley, H.H., Berscheid, E., Christensen, A., Harvey, J.H., Huston, T.L., Levinger, G., 

McClintock, E., Peplau, L.A. & Peterson, D.R. (1983) Close Relationships. New York: Freeman. 

Kephart, W.M. (1950) 'A Quantitative Analysis of Intergroup Relationships', American Journal 

of Sociology 54: 544-9. 

Kogan, N. (1990) 'Personality and Aging', in J.E. Birren & K.W. Schaie (eds) Handbook of the 

Psychology of Aging (3rd edn). San Diego, CA: Academic Press. 

Larson, J.H. & Nelson, J. (1984) 'Women, Friendship, and Adaptation to Prison', Journal of 

Criminal Justice 12:601-15. 



Laumann, E.O. (1973) Bonds of Pluralism: The Form and Substance of Urban Social Networks. 

New York: Wiley. 

Levy, J.A. (1990) 'Friendship Dilemmas and the Interaction of Social Worlds: Reentry Women 

on College Campus', in H.Z. Lopata & D. Maines (cds) Friendship in Context. Greenwich, CT: 

JAI. 

Litwak, E. (1989) 'Forms of Friendships among Older People in an Industrial Society', in R.G. 

Adams & R. Blieszner (eds) Older Adult Friendship: Structure and Process. Newbury Park, CA: 

Sage. 

McAdams, D.P., Healy, S. & Krause, S. (1984) 'Social Motives and Patterns of 

Friendship', Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 47:828-38. McWilliams, S. & 

Blumstein, P. (1991) 'Evaluative Hierarchy in Personal Rc- 

lationships', in E. Lawler, B. Markovsky, C. Ridgeway & H. Walker (eds) 

Advances in Group Processes (Vol. 8). Greenwich, CI': JAI. 

Marsdcn, P. & Campbell, K. (1984) 'Measuring Tie Strength', Social Forces 63:482-501. 

Mead, G.H. (1962) Mind, Self, and Society. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Milardo, R.M. (1992) 'Comparative Methods for Delineating Social Networks', Journal of Social 

and Personal Relationships 9:447-61. 

Mitchell, J.C. (1969) 'The Concept and Use of Social Networks', in J.C. Mitchell (ed.) Social 

Networks in Urban Situations. Manchester: Manchester Univcrsity Press. 

Murstein, B.I., Cerreto, M. & MacDonald, M.G. (1977) 'A Theory and Investigation of the 

Effect of Exchange-Orientation on Marriage and Friendship', Journal of Marriage and the 

Family 39:543-8. 

Niemeijer, R. (1973) 'Some Applications of the Notion of Density', in J. Boisse- 

vain & J.C. Mitchell (eds) Network Analyses. The Hague: Mouton. 

Oliker, S. (1989) Best Friends and Marriage: Exchange among Women. Berkeley, 

CA: University of California Press. 

Peretti, P.O. (1976) 'Closest Friendships of Black College Students: Social Intimacy', 

Adolescence 11:395-403. 

Rook, K.S. (1989) 'Strains in Older Adults' Friendships', in R.G. Adams & R. Blicszner (eds) 

Older Adult Friendship. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Rose, S.M. (1984) 'How Friendships End', Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 1:267-

77. 

Rose, S.M. & Serafica, F.C. (1986) 'Keeping and Ending Close and Best Friendships', Journal of 

Social and Personal Relationships 3:275-88. 

Rubin, L.B. (1985) Just Friends: The Role of Friendship in Our Lives. Ncw York: Harper & 

Row. 

Rusbult, C.E. (1987) 'Responses to Dissatisfaction in Close Relationships', in D. 

Perlman & S. Duck (eds) Intimate Relationships. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.  

Rushton, J. (1989) 'Gcnetic Similarity in Male Friendships', Ethology and Socio- 

biology 10:361-73. 

Salzinger, L.L. (1982) 'The Ties that Bind: The Effect of Clustering on Dyadic Relationships', 

Social Networks 4:117-45. 

Shea, L., Thompson, L. & Blieszner, R. (1988) 'Resources in Older Adults' Old 

and New Friendships', Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 5:83-96.  

Silver, A. (1990) 'Friendship in Commercial Socicty', American Journal of Soci- 

ology 95:1474-504. 



Smith-Rosenberg, C. (1975) 'The Female World of Love and Ritual: Relations between Women 

in Ninetcenth-century Amcrica', Signs 1:1-29. 

Stokes, J.P. (1983) Predicting Satisfaction with Social Support from Social Network Structure', 

American Journal of Community Psychology 1:141-52. Thomas, L. (1987) 'Friendship', 

Syntheses 72:217-36. 

Weber, M. (1947) The Theory of Social and Economic Organization. Ncw York: Free Press. 

Weiss, L. & Lowenthal, M.F. (1975) 'Life-course Perspectives on Friendship', in M.E. 

Lowenthal, M. Thurnher, D. Chiriboga & Associates, Four Stages of Life. San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Wellman, B. (1983) 'Network Analysis: Some Basic Principles', in R. Collins (ed.) Sociological 

Theory. San Francisco CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Wolff, K.H. (ed. and trans.) (1950) The Sociology of Georg Simmel. Ncw York: Free Press. 

Wright, P.H. (1989) 'Gender Differences in Adults' Same- and Cross-gender Friendships', in 

R.G. Adams & R. Blieszner (eds) Older Adult Friendship: Structure and Process. Newbury 

Park, CA: Sage. 


