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Social Relationships - General

Overwhelming evidence that social relationships are 
important for 
Psychological well-being (e.g., depression; Cohen & Wills, 1985)
Physical Health (e.g., disease, functioning, self-rated health; Newsom 

et al, 2008)
Mortality (Berkman & Syme, 1979)
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Social Relationships - General

Positive relationships, such as more social support, 
associated with better health (e.g., Holt-Lunstad, 2018)

But primary model is “buffering hypothesis” such at support 
buffers the effects of stressful life events (Cohen & Wills, 1985)

Buffering hypothesis: Support reduces adverse biological 
stress responses to stressful life events (such as divorce, 
victim of crime, loss of family member) that impact on 
health 
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Cohen, S., & Wills, T. A. (1985). Stress, social support, and the buffering hypothesis. Psychological bulletin, 98(2), 310.
Holt-Lunstad, J. (2018). Why social relationships are important for physical health: A systems approach to understanding and 
modifying risk and protection. Annual review of psychology, 69(1), 437-458.



Social Relationships - General

Ways of conceptualizing/measureing social relationships
Social Networks

• Overall size
• Family vs. friends
• Peripheral vs. central
• Intimate relationships and confidantes (e.g., spouse, partner)
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Social Relationships - General
Convoy Model of Social Relationships (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980)
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Fuller, H. R., Ajrouch, K. J., & Antonucci, T. C. (2020). The convoy model and later‐life family relationships. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 12(2), 126-146.
Kahn, R. L., & Antonucci, T. C. (1980). Convoys over the life course: Attachment, roles and social support. In P. B. Baltes & O. G. Brim (Eds.), Life-span development 
and behavior (pp. 253–286). Academic Press



Social Relationships - General

Ways of conceptualizing social relationships
Social Support

• Perceived availability vs. received
• Emotional, instrumental, informational
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Social Relationships - General
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Example Measure—
received support

Newsom, J. T., Rook, K. S., Nishishiba, M., Sorkin, D. H., & Mahan, T. L. (2005). Understanding the relative importance of positive and negative social exchanges: 
Examining specific domains and appraisals. The Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 60(6), P304-P312.



Social Relationships - General

Ways of conceptualizing social relationships
Negative social interactions1

• Criticisms, anger, neglect, dishonesty, failure to reciprocate
Harmful to psychological health (e.g., higher risk of depression) and 
physical health
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1Synonyms: social strain, interpersonal conflict, negative social exchanges



Social Relationships - General
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Newsom, J. T., Mahan, T. L., Rook, K. S., & Krause, N. (2008). Stable negative social exchanges and health. Health Psychology, 27(1), 78.

Example Measure



Social Relationships - General
Newsom, Mahan, Rook, and Krause (2008) showed that stable negative 

social interactions were predictive of health two years later 
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Newsom, J. T., Mahan, T. L., Rook, K. S., & Krause, N. (2008). Stable negative social exchanges and health. Health Psychology, 27(1), 78.



Intimate Relationships in Later Life
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Intimate relationships: romantic partners and marital relationships
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Black women 
85+ are least 
likely to be living 
with spouse Non-Hispanic 

White men a 65-
74 most likely to 
be living with 
spouse

Copyright © 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

Source: He, W., Sangupta, M., Velkoff, V. A., & DeBarros, K. A. (2005). 65+ in the United States: 2005. Current Population Reports 
Special Studies. U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports, P23-209. Washington DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Among 65+, 72% of men and 45% 
of women are married and living 
with a spouse
Majority of women (55%) 
unmarried



Intimate Relationships in Later Life
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http://www.gallup.com/poll/169640/sex-marriage-support-reaches-new-high.aspx



Intimate Relationships in Later Life

Newsom, Winter 2025, Psy 462/562 Psychology of Adult Development and Aging 14

https://news.gallup.com/poll/611864/lgbtq-identification.aspx

Age
13-28
29-44
45-60
61-79
80+



Intimate Relationships in Later Life
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Based on survey of 687 Americans 
aged 55 and over about their sexual 
habits and preferences. Among 
them, 42% were men, and 58% 
were women. Additionally, 37% 
were in their 50s, 47% were in their 
60s, and 16% were in their 70s.
(November 2024)

https://www.carewell.com/resources/blog/exploring-sexuality-and-aging/



Intimate Relationships in Later Life
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Intimate Relationships in Later Life
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Source: Waite, L. J., Laumann, E. O., Das, A., & Schumm, L. P. (2009). Sexuality: Measures of partnerships, practices, attitudes, and problems in the 
National Social Life, Health, and Aging Study. Journals of Gerontology Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences, 64 Supplement 1, 156–166.



Intimate Relationships in Later Life
Socioemotional selectivity theory (Lang & Carstensen, 1994)
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Lang, F. R., & Carstensen, L. L. (1994). Close emotional relationships in late life: further support for proactive aging in the social 
domain. Psychology and aging, 9(2), 315.



Social Relationships

Newsom, Winter 2025, Psy 462/562 Psychology of Adult Development and Aging 19

Wrzus, C., Hänel, M., Wagner, J., & Neyer, F. J. (2013). Social network changes and life events across the life span: A meta-
analysis. Psychological bulletin, 139(1), 53.



Social Relationships 
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Wrzus, C., Hänel, M., Wagner, J., & 
Neyer, F. J. (2013). Social network 
changes and life events across the 
life span: A meta-
analysis. Psychological 
bulletin, 139(1), 53.



Widowhood

14 million widows in US, 76% are 65 and 
older

73% of women 85 and older are widows
Men more prone to depression than women 

after loss
Anniversary reactions may continue for 35 

years or longer
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Widowhood
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Recovery time after loss of spouse, based on meta-analysis by Kristiansen et al. (2019)

Kristiansen, C. B., Kjær, J. N., Hjorth, P., Andersen, K., & Prina, A. M. (2019). The association of time since spousal loss and depression in widowhood: a systematic review and meta-
analysis. Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology, 54, 781-792.

Based on clinical 
cutoff scores from 
depression 
inventories of 22 
different studies



Widowhood
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3 months*
Wave1

9 months
Wave1

15 months
Wave2

Cohort1 X X X
15 months

Wave1
21 months

Wave2
27 months

Wave3
Cohort2 X X

27 months
Wave1

33 months
Wave2

39 months
Wave3

Cohort3 X X X

• Study conducted by Morgan and Neal 
• Widows were interviewed three times. Each interview was separated 

by 6 months. 
• Three cohorts in which the initial interviewing started either 3 months 

after the loss of the spouse, 15 months after the loss of the spouse, or 
27 months after the loss of the spouse.

• Changes in depression occur over a period of 18 months for each 
widow.

Morgan, D. L., Neal, M. B., & Carder, P. C. (1997). Both what and when: The effects of positive and negative aspects of 
relationships on depression during the first 3 years of widowhood. Journal of Clinical Geropsychology.



Widowhood
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Widowhood
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Source: http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/la-et-entertainment-news-updates-hbo-moves-up-
debut-of-debbie-1483115721-htmlstory.html

Debbie Reynolds, dies one day after the death of her daughter, Carrie Fisher, 
Dec 28, 2016



Widowhood

Within 3 months, 
Men 87% more likely to die within 3 months of 

wife’s death
Women 47% more likely to die within 3 months 

of huband’s death
Compared with controls, adjusting for age, 

gender, race and baseline SES (education, 
household wealth and household income), 
behavioral risk factors and co-morbidities.

After 12 months this difference nearly 
disappears
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Moon, J. R., Glymour, M. M., Vable, A. M., Liu, S. Y., & Subramanian, S. V. (2013). Short-and long-term associations between 
widowhood and mortality in the United States: longitudinal analyses. Journal of public health, fdt101.
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Widowhood effect 
mediated by conditions 
such as depression, 
stress, economic 
hardship, and loss of 
social support.

Changes in lifestyle may 
occur as well.



Widowhood
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Carey, I. M., Shah, S. M., DeWilde, S., Harris, T., Victor, C. R., & Cook, D. G. (2014). Increased risk of acute cardiovascular events 
after partner bereavement: a matched cohort study. JAMA internal medicine, 174(4), 598-605.



Why?

Health, health behaviors, social resources, SES are 
possible confounders

Selection – because partners are similar age, risk of 
death is higher in both members of the couple

Important negative life event – major stressors are 
known to have health effects

Medication – intentional overdoses, poor coverage or 
adherence following bereavement,
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Grandparents
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Copyright © 2020 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.

Source: Timur Nisametdinov/iStockphoto

An estimated 65 million grandparents in the U.S.
Types of grandparents vary from formal to involved, 

but they may also fit along the Intergenerational 
Solidarity Model



Grandparents
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Copyright © 2020 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.
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Grandparents

2.1 million grandparents are the primary caregivers for their 
grandchildren

Which is 31.3% of the 6.7 million grandparents

This rate has remained relatively unchanged over the last 
decade (NCFS)1
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https://generations.asaging.org/grandparent-caregivers-changing-unique-needs

NCFS (2021). National Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Family Support (NCFS) Caregiver Profile: A Closer Look at 
Grandparents Caring for Grandchildren. University of Pittsburgh



Grandparents
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NCFS (2021). National Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Family Support (NCFS) Caregiver Profile: A Closer Look at Grandparents Caring for Grandchildren. 
University of Pittsburgh



Grandparents
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NCFS (2021). National Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Family Support (NCFS) Caregiver Profile: A Closer Look at Grandparents Caring for 
Grandchildren. University of Pittsburgh



Grandparents
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NCFS (2021). National Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Family Support (NCFS) Caregiver Profile: A Closer Look at Grandparents Caring for 
Grandchildren. University of Pittsburgh



Grandparents
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Copyright © 2020 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. All rights reserved.



Grandparents
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https://archive-yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/increasingly-indispensable-grandparents



Grandparents

Child benefits 
• Higher infant mental development scores when grandparents 

interacted with infants (Tinsley & Park, 1987)

• Children have better problem solving and concept 
development when interaction with grandparents in addition 
to parents (Del Boca, Piazzalunga, & Pronzato, 2014)

• Grandparents may help buffer economic hardship (Botcheva & Feldman, 
2004)
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Grandparents

Grandparent Benefits
• Grandmothers who babysat had better health two years later 

(Hughes, Waite, LaPierre, & Luo, 2007)
• Benefits may increase with increased care only to a certain 

point, at which time care becomes detrimental

https://www.instagram.com/mindfulgrandparenting/reel/DGph
pEBuB0f/
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https://www.instagram.com/mindfulgrandparenting/reel/DGphpEBuB0f/


Grandparents
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Coall, D. A., & Hertwig, R. (2011). Grandparental Investment: A Relic of the Past or a Resource for the Future?. 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(2), 93-98.

Coall and Hertwig (2011) propose a grandparent 
investment model of that childcare benefits for 
grandparents increase only up to a point and that the 
psychological costs continue to increase as the 
amount of care increases

Based on Coombs and Avrunin notion that “good 
things satiate and bad things escalate.’’ (Coall & 
Hertwig, 2011, p. 8=97)



Grandparents
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Coall, D. A., & Hertwig, R. (2011). Grandparental Investment: A Relic of the Past or a Resource for the Future?. 
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(2), 93-98.
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