
VU Research Portal

Meeting the need to belong: Predicting effects of a friendship enrichment program for
older women
Stevens, N.L.; Martina, C.M.S.; Westerhof, G.J.

published in
The Gerontologist
2006

DOI (link to publisher)
10.1093/geront/46.4.495

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
Stevens, N. L., Martina, C. M. S., & Westerhof, G. J. (2006). Meeting the need to belong: Predicting effects of a
friendship enrichment program for older women. The Gerontologist, 46, 495-502.
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/46.4.495

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/46.4.495
https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/085452c5-5095-4ce3-bc97-a00074e6997f
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/46.4.495


The Gerontologist Copyright 2006 by The Gerontological Society of America
Vol. 46, No. 4, 495–502

Meeting the Need to Belong: Predicting
Effects of a Friendship Enrichment
Program for Older Women

Nan L. Stevens, PhD,1 Camille M. S. Martina, MA,1

and Gerben J. Westerhof, PhD1

Purpose: This study explores the effects of participa-
tion in a program designed to enrich friendship and
reduce loneliness among women in later life. Several
hypotheses based on the need to belong, socioemo-
tional selectivity theory, and the social compensation
model were tested. Design and Methods: Study 1
involved two measurement points, one at the end of
the program and the other 1-year later. Study 2 used
a pretest–post-test control group design with a follow-
up measurement. A combination of semistructured
interviews and structured questionnaires was used
to collect data. A comparison group was also drawn
from a nationwide representative sample. Results:
Participants were characterized by deprivation on the
need to belong; that is, loss of a partner, higher levels
of loneliness and negative affect, and lower positive
affect compared with a nationwide representative
sample of same-aged women. Participants were more
likely than women in a control group to report the
development of new friendships and an improvement
in friendship. The combination of new and improved
friendships contributed to a significant reduction in
loneliness within a year. There was no evidence of
satiation of the need to belong among those who did
not expand or improve friendships. Loss of a partner
had no influence on friendship development; how-
ever, age did. Older participants were less likely
to improve friendships. Implications: The action-
oriented approach that focused on friendship de-

velopment in this intervention might be applied to
other goals considered important in later life (optimal
health, autonomy, harmonious family relations).

Key Words: Friendship, Intervention, Loneliness,
Older women

Interventions designed to prevent or alleviate
loneliness have been recognized as valuable instru-
ments for improving the quality of life of older adults
(Blazer, 2002). Until recently, studies on the effective-
ness of such interventions were rather scarce (Cattan,
White, Bond, & Learmouth, 2005). This study tests
several hypotheses on the effects of participation in an
intervention designed to support older adult women
in the development of friendship in order to reduce
loneliness. Women were chosen as the target for the
intervention for several reasons. In later life, they are
more likely than older men to be widowed and live
alone, two conditions that increase vulnerability to
loneliness (De Jong Gierveld, 1998). Furthermore,
older women appear to have a lower sense of self-
efficacy and higher levels of anxiety and depression
than older men (Deeg & Westendorp-de Serière,
1994). Because prolonged loneliness has been linked
to the development of depression, an intervention that
is designed to prevent or reduce loneliness may help
reduce the risk for psychiatric disorders and promote
overall mental health (Blazer).

The Friendship Enrichment Program is an educa-
tional program that is based on theories of successful
aging that assume that an aging individual regulates
the quality of life by setting goals, striving to achieve
them, and accumulating resources that are useful in
adapting to change with age (Schulz & Heckhausen,
1996; Steverink, Lindenberg, & Ormel, 1998).
Friends are helpful in adapting to change with age
in various ways: as sources of information and as
role models undergoing similar changes; for confir-
mation of identity and self-esteem; as companions
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for pleasurable activities; and as providers of emo-
tional support (Hartup & Stevens, 1997). There is
evidence from cross-sectional and longitudinal stud-
ies that friendship networks decline over the life
course (Kalmijn, 2003; Van Tilburg, 1998), which is
one reason why enhanced activity to develop and
maintain friendship may be desirable. Older women,
in contrast to older men, continue to be interested in
making new friends in advanced old age (Field,
1999). The main question in this article is whether
older adult women are able to develop new friend-
ships, improve existing friendships, and reduce
loneliness when they receive encouragement, train-
ing, and guidance in this domain.

Theories on Social Adaptation

Various theories are relevant for our understand-
ing of how aging individuals deal with changes in
personal relationships and meet social needs under
changing life circumstances. Baumeister and Leary
(1995, p. 497) have proposed a fundamental need
to belong, ‘‘a pervasive drive to form and maintain
a minimum quantity of lasting positive and signif-
icant interpersonal relationships.’’ To satisfy the
need to belong it is not necessary to maintain
particular types of relationships. Involvement in
regular, pleasant interactions with a certain number
of people with whom one shares affective concern
and that are likely to continue in the foreseeable
future is sufficient. Theoretically, social contacts are
substitutable for one another; however, Baumeister
and Leary acknowledge that the accumulation of
shared experience and intimacy takes time. There-
fore, a new relationship cannot immediately serve as
a substitute for a long-lasting relationship that is
no longer available; it must develop into a stable
affectionate relationship before it becomes effective
in fulfilling the need to belong.

Satisfaction of the need to belong is associated
with subjective well-being, happiness, and positive
affect in general. When individuals experience de-
privation in belongingness, they are more prone to
experiencing negative affect, depression, loneliness,
and anxiety. Furthermore, they are motivated to seek
interpersonal contact and cultivate possible relation-
ships until they have reached a minimum level of
relatedness (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). This would
explain why some older adults are motivated to
participate in interventions focused on developing
new relationships. However, there is a satiation
point beyond which individuals are less likely to be
interested in expanding their social networks.

The social compensation model (Ferraro &
Farmer, 1995) focuses explicitly on adaptation in
social relationships as individuals age. According to
this model, compensation is the primary strategy for
dealing with loss and change in social relationships
with age. An underlying assumption is that people

strive to maintain continuity in their social involve-
ments by replacing relationships or social activities
that have been lost. Various studies on widowhood
indicate that widows tend to intensify their friend-
ship ties with other widows to compensate for the
loss of their husbands (Ferraro & Farmer; Stevens,
1995). Therefore, those women who have lost a
partner as a result of widowhood or divorce may be
strongly motivated to develop new friendships in
later life.

Another theory on social adaptation in later life
is the socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen,
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999). According to this
theory, the goals that individuals strive to achieve in
relationships are similar throughout the life course,
although in later life there is a change in the salience
of goals that is due to the decrease in future time
perspective. The awareness that time is running out
results in a stronger preference for spending time
with those with whom interactions are predictable
and most satisfying emotionally. In other words,
people become more selective with age, favoring
interactions with their closest friends and family
members. As they age, people may therefore be
less willing to invest time and energy in new relation-
ships because of the uncertain rewards involved.

The Friendship Enrichment Program

The Friendship Enrichment Program is designed
to empower older women in the process of meeting
personal goals in friendship (Stevens & Albrecht,
1995). It is based on feminist therapy and reeval-
uation counseling (Stevens, 2001). The program
assumes that women possess an expertise in relation-
ships based on a lifetime of experience. It is designed
to help participants (a) clarify their needs, desires,
and expectations in friendship; (b) analyze their
current relationship networks in order to identify
actual and potential friends; (c) formulate goals that
involve the improvement of existing friendships or
the development of new friendships; and (d) develop
strategies to achieve these goals. Throughout the
program, women are encouraged to affirm their own
self-worth as the basis for planning and realizing
their goals in friendship. The program consists of
12 weekly lessons that focus on self-esteem, rela-
tional competence, and various phases in friendship
formation, utilization, and maintenance, as well as
the practice of relevant social skills. For the analysis
of social networks, participants fill in a personal
convoy of relationships (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980).
Reflection on their convoys is the basis for set-
ting goals in friendship, whereas group discussion
on strategies to achieve them provides partici-
pants with extensive material for social learning.
There is a follow-up meeting after 6 months to eval-
uate each woman’s success in achieving her goals
in friendship.
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Hypotheses

The review of theories on social needs and adap-
tation to age-related changes led us to formulate
the following hypotheses.

1. Deprivation in the need to belong will characterize
women who participate in the Friendship Enrich-
ment Program; that is, they will exhibit the ab-
sence of a partner, higher levels of loneliness and
negative affect, and lower levels of positive affect.

2. The majority of participants in the program will
report having developed new friendships or
improved friendships during the year following
the program; they will report more positive
developments in friendship than do women in a
control group.

3. The development of new friendships or an
improvement of existing friendships will contrib-
ute to a significant reduction in loneliness among
participants within 1 year after the program.

4. Those who demonstrate no positive change in
friendship will be characterized by satiation of
the need to belong.

5. Women who have lost a partner will be more
likely than married participants to develop new
friendships after following the program.

6. Age will have a negative effect on making new
friends and a positive effect on improving existing
relationships among participants in the program.

Methods

Design

To test the hypotheses, we combined results from
two studies on the Friendship Enrichment Program.
Study 1 began as a pilot study in 1995 and continued
on a small scale until 1999. The friendship program
was organized by a senior service agency in a city of
180,000; program participants were recruited by
announcements in local newspapers and folders.
This study was designed to investigate developments
in friendship by following participants during the year
after the program (Stevens, 2001; Stevens & van
Tilburg, 2000). Data were gathered at the end of the
program (Time 1, or T1) and 10 to 12 months later
(Time 2, or T2). There was no baseline measurement
and no control group in this study. Seventy-two
women completed the intervention in Study 1; of
these, 55 agreed to be interviewed (76% response) at
T1. Fifty-two women completed the second interview
10 to 12months later. Excludingwomenwho dropped
out as result of natural causes (2%), there was a
nonresponse of 4% for the second measurement.

Study 2 was conducted as part of a national
program of research on successful aging. This study
involved a pretest–post-test control group design
with a follow-up measurement. Senior service agen-
cies in four communities that offered the Friendship

Enrichment Program were involved in the study.
Among the participants in the program (N = 84),
69 respondents were recruited for the study; the
response rate was 82%. The control group of 60
women was recruited from waiting lists for the
program, through announcements on a website for
older adults, and articles on the friendship program
in women’s magazines. The women in the control
group were all interested in enhancing friendship.

In Study 2, both the intervention and control
groups had a baseline measurement prior to the
program (Time 0, or T0), a measurement immedi-
ately following the course or 3 months after baseline
(T1), and a follow-up measurement 6 months after
the program ended or 9 to 10 months after baseline
(T2). A questionnaire was mailed to respondents 1
year after the course (Time 3, or T3). Excluding
women who dropped out as a result of natural
causes (5%), the nonresponse rate for both groups
at T1 was 6%; at T2 the nonresponse rate was 2%.
There were 60 women in the intervention group
and 55 women in the control group who completed
three measurements. The mailed questionnaire was
returned by 54 women in the intervention group
and 54 women in the control group.

For this article, we drew an additional comparison
group from the Dutch Aging Survey (Steverink,
Westerhof, Bode, & Dittmann-Kohli, 2001), which
involved a nationwide representative sample of 983
individuals aged between 40 and 85 years. The com-
parison group included 226 women aged 55 to 75;
the age range was restricted to attain an average age
similar to that of program participants. Table 1
provides an overview of the characteristics of the
four samples that we compare in this article.

The average age in the two intervention groups,
63.6 and 63.2, is similar; t(110) =�0.345, p = .731.
The marital status of women in the intervention
groups is also similar, with widows slightly out-
numbering married and divorced women and a small
group of never-married women; v2(3) = 1.869,
p =.600. The percentage of women living alone is
high in both groups, at 69% and 68%. There is
a difference in education (years completed). The
women in Study 1 are slightly better educated than
those in Study 2; t(110) = 2.006, p =.047. Unfor-
tunately, different questions were used to measure
subjective health in the two studies, so we cannot
compare the two samples directly on subjective
health. However, when the intervention groups are
compared with a representative sample of women
from the Dutch Aging Survey on two measures of
subjective health, the participants in the interven-
tions consider themselves to be healthier. Women
in Study 1 report fewer restrictions caused by health
problems, v2(2) = 8.481, p = .010, and those in
Study 2 describe their health as excellent or good
more often, v2(4) = 10.730, p = .029, than women
from the survey. Loneliness at T1 was also quite simi-
lar for the two intervention groups, 6.9 (SD = 3.9)
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for Study 1 and 7.2 (SD = 3.4) for Study 2, with
t(110) =�0.562, p = .575.

Because of the high degree of similarity in age, mar-
ital status and living situation, loneliness, and rather
positive subjective health, we find that combining
the two samples in the analyses for this article is
justifiable. Here we have employed the data on friend-
ship at T1 and T2 from both studies and the scores
on loneliness 1 year after the program had ended.

The control group in Study 2 demonstrated no
significant differences in age, marital status, living
situation, and subjective health when compared with
the intervention group in the same study (Martina &
Stevens, in press); however, the control group was
less lonely than the intervention group, with t(113)=
3.463, p =.001. We have used it as a control group
for the combined intervention group, controlling
for differences in loneliness when doing comparative
analyses.

Procedure

In Study 1, researchers collected data by means of
a questionnaire passed out during the last meeting of
the program and by conducting interviews at the end
of the program (T1) and 10 to 12 months later (T2).
The questionnaire included questions on age, marital
status, educational level, and subjective health, as
well as a loneliness scale (De Jong Gierveld &
Kamphuis, 1985). This scale consists of five positive
items (e.g., I can rely on my friends whenever I need
them) and six negative items (e.g., I experience
a sense of emptiness around me). Scores range from
0 (not lonely) to 11 (extremely lonely). It is a valid
and reliable instrument that has been used exten-
sively in the Netherlands (De Jong Gierveld & Van
Tilburg, 1999). In Study 1, Cronbach’s alpha was
a = 0.86 for this scale.

During the first interview, an important source of
information was the personal convoy that women
had filled in during the fifth meeting of the program.
The personal convoy is visually represented by three
circles, in which individuals are assigned positions
according to their importance and closeness to the
respondent, located in the center. Interviewers asked
respondents to identify the role of each person. For
those identified as friends, respondents reported age,
marital status, and shared activities. The location
of friends in the convoy was noted. In the second
interview, interviewers asked respondents the fol-
lowing questions: ‘‘Have you undertaken any
activity to renew old friendships or to develop new
friendships since the program ended?’’ and ‘‘Has
there been any improvement in friendship?’’ Fur-
thermore, interviewers asked them to reexamine the
convoy and describe any changes that had taken
place in their convoys since the first interview. They
were asked, ‘‘Have new people been added to your
convoy? Do you consider them to be friends? Have

some people changed positions or left the convoy?
Does this represent improvement or deterioration
in friendship?’’ We scored changes in friendship by
using content analysis; relevant here are scores for
new and improved friendships. We scored new
friendships when a new person in the convoy was
identified as a friend or when women reported hav-
ing met or made new friends. We scored improve-
ments when friends were moved closer to the
respondent in the convoy at T2, or when descrip-
tions of friendship change included key words such
as closer, deeper, more personal, more open, or better
contact. The interrater reliability for coding new
and improved friendship was good (Cohen’s kappa
was j = 0.80 on both measures). Respondents also
completed the loneliness scale a second time at T2.

In Study 2, interviewers collected data by means
of semistructured interviews and written question-
naires. The interview included questions on back-
ground information, friendship, and evaluation of
the program. The personal convoy model was filled
in during the first interview. For those identified as
friends, respondents then described the nature of the

Table 1. A Comparison of Demographics, Subjective Health,
and Loneliness Scores of Four Samples

Friendship
Program
Study 1

Friendship
Program
Study 2

Dutch
Aging
Survey

Comparisons
Group

N ¼ 226

Intervention
Group
N ¼ 52

Intervention
Group

N ¼ 60

Control
Group
N ¼ 55

Age range 52–80 53–78 53–86 55–75
Average age 63.6 63.2 62.8 64.5

Marital status

Married 23% 30% 32% 57%
Widowed 40% 33% 27% 31%
Divorced 25% 30% 34% 7%
Never married 12% 7% 7% 5%

Living situation

Alone 69% 68% 66% 31%
With partner 27% 27% 29% 56%
With children 4% 4%
With partner

and children 3% 3% 9%
Other 2% 2%

Education
(years completed) 12.2 11.1 12.0

Subjective health

Excellent 13% 22% 14%
Good 65% 56% 49%
Reasonable 20% 20% 30%
Poor 2% 2% 6%
Very poor 1%

Health limitations

None 58% 48%
Some restrictions 38% 32%
Considerable

restriction 4% 20%

Loneliness T1
(range 0–11) 6.9 7.2 4.8 2.6
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friendship in terms of shared activities, confiding,
and frequency of contact. During the third interview
(T2), interviewers asked participants to draw a new
convoy. Then they compared the new convoy with
the first version and identified any changes involved
represented new friendships, improvements, or de-
teriorations in friendship. The interviewers scored
these directly.

The written questionnaires that respondents in
Study 2 completed at each measurement point
included standardized instruments for loneliness
(De Jong Gierveld & Kamphuis, 1985; 11 items;
Cronbach’s a=0.93) and the Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) for
subjective well-being. This scale includes 10 positive
and 10 negative items (Cronbach’s a=0.80 and a=
0.84 for positive and negative items, respectively).

Although there were some differences in the ways
in which information on friendship was collected in
Study 1 and Study 2, the questions on the convoy and
changes in friendships were similar. In both studies
the same scale was used to measure loneliness; when
we combined the samples, the loneliness scale
maintained its high reliability (Cronbach’s a =
0.91). The Dutch Aging Survey covered a wide range
of topics. It was useful for comparison because it
included the loneliness scale (Cronbach’s a = 0.89
for this subsample) and the Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (Cronbach’s a =0.81 for positive items
and a = 0.87 for negative items) that were used
in Study 2.

Analyses

To compare participants in the Friendship En-
richment Program with women in the Dutch Aging
Survey on the indicators of deprivation, we used chi-
square tests and the t test for independent samples
(Hypothesis 1). We applied binary logistic regression
to examine the effects of early levels of loneliness
(T1) and condition (intervention group vs control
group) on specific friendship changes within a year
(Hypothesis 2). Whether or not women reported the
development of new friendships, improved friend-
ships, or a combination of these changes were the
dependent variables in these analyses.

We used standardized regression on loneliness 1
year after the course began (T2 for the combined
sample) to test Hypothesis 3, with a dummy variable
for change in friendship. No change in friendship was
the reference category. We entered loneliness at T1
and condition (Study 1 vs Study 2) into the equation
as controls. To test hypothesis 4, we used binary
logistic regression; for this hypothesis, the reported
use of the combination of friendship strategies was
the dependent variable, whereas the presence of
a partner, presence of a friend in the inner circle of
the convoy, and loneliness at T1 were the covariates.
To test the fifth and sixth hypotheses, we added

partner loss and age to the logistic regression
equation, but we removed presence of a partner.

Results

The first hypothesis predicted that the partici-
pants of the Friendship Enrichment Program would
demonstrate more deprivation on the need to belong
than would the women from the Dutch Aging Survey
(DAS). The first indication of deprivation is the loss
or absence of a marital partner. Fewer women who
participated in the friendship program were married
or living with a partner than were DAS women (27%
vs 65%). A higher percentage of program partic-
ipants were divorced (28% vs 6%), widowed (37%
vs 24%), or never married (9% vs 5%). The dif-
ference in marital status of the friendship program
participants and the DAS women was significant at
v2(3) = 117.73, p , .001.

Other indicators of deprivation are measures of
subjective well-being. Among the program partic-
ipants, 12% scored as not lonely (0–2), 45% were
rather lonely (3–8), and 43% were very lonely (9–11);
among DAS women, 61% were not lonely, 33%
were rather lonely, and 7% were very lonely. The
program participants were significantly lonelier than
DAS women at v2(2) = 240.896, p , .001.

For friendship program participants in Study 2,
the average score for positive and negative affect was
30.83 (SD = 4.19) and 29.46 (SD = 5.37),
respectively, on the Positive and Negative Affect
Scale at T1. The DAS women had average scores of
35.91 (SD=5.16) and 23.23 (SD=6.15) for positive
and negative affect, respectively, on this scale. The
differences between participants and DAS women
were significant, t(268) = �7.00, p , .001 and
t(278) = 7.11, p , .001; friendship program par-
ticipants reported less frequent positive emotions
and more frequent negative emotions.

These results support our first hypothesis that
predicted that there would be more evidence of
deprivation in belongingness among participants in
the Friendship Enrichment Program than among
women from the DAS.

The second hypothesis concerned the greater
likelihood that participants in the program would
report positive developments in friendship than
would members of the control group. Many
participants reported that they had developed new
friendships (63%) or had improved existing friend-
ships (61%), although less than half (43%) reported
both changes in friendship.

In the control group, only 33% reported that they
had developed new friendships whereas 46% re-
ported that they had improved friendships during
a similar period. Only 16% reported both develop-
ments in friendship.

We categorized changes in friendship as experi-
encing no change, developing new friendships only,
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improving friendships only, and experiencing a com-
bination of these two changes. The difference
between the participants in the friendship program
and the control group on friendship development
was significant, v2(3) = 15.447, p = .001; partic-
ipants in the program reported more positive devel-
opments in friendship.

To control for the effect of higher levels of
loneliness among the participants in the Friendship
Enrichment Program, we did three logistic regres-
sion analyses in which reporting either one or both
friendship developments were the dependent varia-
bles, and loneliness at T1 and condition (interven-
tion vs control groups) were covariates. The results
are presented in Table 2. The intervention group was
about twice as likely to make new friends (1.8),
improve friendships (2.2), and report the use of both
friendship strategies (1.9) compared with the control
group. Loneliness at T1 did not have a significant
impact on friendship development. The prediction
that women who had participated in the Friendship
Enrichment Program would report more success in
developing new friendships and improving existing
friendships was thus supported.

The third hypothesis predicted that the develop-
ment of new friendships, an improvement of existing
friendships, or a combination of these two strategies
would lead to a reduction in loneliness among
participants within a year following the program.
The results of the standardized regression on
loneliness after 1 year, with a dummy variable for
change in friendship, are reported in Table 3. Both
loneliness at T1 and condition had a significant
impact on loneliness at T2. Compared with those in
Study 1, the participants in Study 2 demonstrated
higher levels of loneliness 1 year after the program
had ended.

The combined use of friendship strategies, that is,
the development of new friendships and the im-
provement of existing friendships, had a significant
impact on loneliness, as it reduced it. However,
when women reported only one type of friendship
change, that is, either developing new friendships or
improving existing friendships, there was no signif-
icant impact on loneliness. Thus, our third hypoth-
esis was partially supported.

In the fourth hypothesis, we predicted that
satiation of the need to belong would decrease the

likelihood of reporting positive change in friendship
during the year after the program. Indicators of
satiation included the presence of a partner, the
presence of a close friend in the inner circle of the
convoy, and low levels of loneliness at the first
measurement point (T1). The results of the binary
logistic regression on the combined use of the
friendship strategies are reported in Table 4 (Model
1). None of the variables had a significant impact
on the likelihood of using a combination of friendship
strategies. Thus, there was no evidence of satiation
among those who did not report positive changes in
friendship within a year after following the program.

The fifth hypothesis, based on the social compen-
sation model, predicted that those who had lost a
partner as a result of divorce or widowhood would
be more likely to develop new friendships and im-
prove existing friendships after participating in the
program. In Model 2 (Table 4), we added partner
loss to the logistic regression analysis on reporting
new and improved friendships, with no experience of
partner loss as the reference group. Having lost a
partner through widowhood or divorce did not have
a significant impact on the likelihood of reporting
both friendship changes. In Table 5, we examine the
impact of partner loss on the likelihood of making

Table 2. Odds Ratios for Developing New Friends (Model 1),
Improving Friendships (Model 2) and Combining These Two

Strategies (Model 3) for Program Participants and
Control Group at T2 (N = 167)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Loneliness at T1 1.034 .967 1.008
Condition

(Intervention/Control) 1.809*** 2.179* 1.919**

***p , .001, **p , .01, *p , .05.

Table 3. Standardized Regression Coefficients for Use of
Different Friendships Strategies by Participants of

Intervention on Loneliness at T2, Controlling for
Loneliness at T1 and Condition

Beta

Condition (Study 1 or 2) 1.908***
Loneliness at T1 .619***
Improvement in friendship �1.272
Development of new friendship �.320
Improvement in and development

of new friendships �1.865**

***p , .001, **p , .01.

Table 4. Odds-Ratios for Use of Combined Friendship

Strategies, Controlling for Condition, by Participants in
the Friendship Enrichment Program at T2 (N = 112)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Conditions (Study 1 or 2) 1.010 .980 .930
Friends in inner circle at T1 1.449 1.468 1.530*
Loneliness at T1 1.095 1.101 1.083
Partner available .782
Loss of partner 1.086 1.109
Age .920*

Note: Model 1 is the test of Hypothesis 4 based on the no-
tion of satiation; it includes friends in the inner circle and
availability of a partner. Model 2 is a test of Hypothesis 5 based
on the social compensation model; it includes loss of the part-
ner (through widowhood or divorce) in the equation. Model 3
tests Hypothesis 6 based on socio-emotional selectivity theory;
it includes age.

*p , .05.
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new friends or of improving friendship separately.
Again, there is no significant effect of partner loss.
Thus Hypothesis 5, based on the social compensation
model, was not supported.

In the sixth hypothesis, we predicted that age
would have a positive impact on the likelihood of
improving existing friendships and a negative effect
on the likelihood of developing new friends and of
reporting a combination of changes in friendship.
The results of the binary regression analysis for the
combination of strategies are reported in Model 3
(Table 4). Age had a significant impact on the
likelihood that women would report both develop-
ments in friendship; the older a woman was, the less
likely she was to report a combination of changes. It
is noteworthy that having a close friendship at T1
increases the likelihood of using combined friend-
ship strategies at T2 in this model.

Additional logistic regression analyses on use of
the friendship strategies separately revealed that age
had no effect on the likelihood of making new
friends (Model 1, Table 5); however, it had a negative
effect on the likelihood of improving friendships
(Model 2, Table 5). The older participants were, the
less likely they were to report improving friendships.
This is in contrast to our prediction.

Discussion

Theory on the need to belong (Baumeister &
Leary, 1995) has proven to be quite useful as a basis
for developing hypotheses and evaluating the effects
of an intervention focused on friendship develop-
ment. Older women who experienced deprivation in
belongingness were motivated to participate in the
Friendship Enrichment Program; many were success-
ful in developing new friendships and improving
existing friendships, which in turn led to a significant
reduction of loneliness within a year after following
the program.

It was rather surprising that a combination of
developing new friendships and improving existing
friendships was necessary for participants to reduce
loneliness significantly. When the Friendship Enrich-
ment Program was designed as a preventive in-
tervention, the authors assumed that either strategy

might be useful for reducing loneliness (Stevens &
Albrecht, 1995), depending on the situation of the
participant, the level of loneliness experienced, and
the social resources that were available. However, the
average loneliness of participants was quite high, at
7.1 (SD=3.3) on an 11-point scale (De Jong Gierveld
& Van Tilburg, 1999). Apparently both the social
skills and opportunities for developing new friend-
ships, as well as more advanced skills for improving
friendship (Rook, 1991), are necessary to effect
significant change in higher levels of loneliness.

Theory on the need to belong was less useful in
explaining failure to report positive developments in
friendship. There was no evidence for the predicted
effect of satiation in belongingness; in fact, there was
some evidence that having at least one close friendwas
an advantage to further developments in friendship.

During the program and the interviews, we
discovered that the action-oriented approach to
friendship does not appeal to everyone. Some women
were quite hesitant to formulate any goals at all.
The romantic notion that friendship happens when
one meets the right person is difficult to dispel,
perhaps because it does not expose one to the risk of
social failure. Other women did formulate goals but
failed to achieve them. For women with a history
of negative experiences in friendship, the action-
oriented approach to friendship development is
probably not sufficient. Some women need individual
counseling to deal with issues of low self-esteem,
social anxiety, distrust, or fear of rejection before
they are able to benefit from a group program. An
example of a more individual approach is the cogni-
tive behavioral approach to the treatment of friend-
ship disorders that has been described by Young
(1986). In his therapeutic approach, Young describes
how to diagnose specific problems in friendship and
develop strategies to change cognitive schemas re-
lated to the self and social relationships. One way to
improve the Friendship Enrichment Program might
be to spend more time on diagnosis of specific prob-
lems in friendship. Another option is to offer the
Friendship Enrichment Program in a series of inter-
ventions that are planned for individuals in specific
situations. For example, a trajectory might involve
individual counseling, and then a support group fol-
lowed by the Friendship Enrichment Program.

The hypothesis concerning compensation was
not supported. There are many biographical circum-
stances beside partner loss that motivate older
women to try to develop new friendships or to
improve existing ones. The general decline in
friendship networks in later life (Kalmijn, 2003;
Van Tilburg, 1998) may be the main motivating
factor for activity to enrich friendship, to compen-
sate for this decline. A multifaceted, flexible in-
tervention program is necessary to meet diverse
needs of participants (Cattan et al., 2005).

Age did have an effect on success in friendship
development, although not in the way we had pre-

Table 5. Odds-Ratios for Having Made New Friends
(Model 1) and Improved Friendship (Model 2)

6–12 Months after Completing Program

Model 1 Model 2

Condition (Study1 or 2) 1.232 1.054
Loneliness at T1 1.120 .954
Friends in inner circle T1 2.306 1.781
Partner loss 1.417 .769
Age .978 .924*

*p , .05.
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dicted on the basis of socioemotional selectivity
theory. Age had no effect on the likelihood of
developing new friendships; it only affected the
likelihood of improving friendships. This finding
shows the potential for interventions that focus
on the development of new relationships such as
friendship in later life. It is important to note that
although the age range of participants was 52 to
80 years, the largest group (59%) was in their sixties.
Thus, the oldest old, for whom socioemotional
selectivity may be operating more strongly, are un-
derrepresented in this intervention study.

Limitations

One of the limitations of these studies is that
participants in the program are self-selected; they
have volunteered to participate in the Friendship
Enrichment Program and the two studies. When the
studies began, the intervention was already imple-
mented in social service programs for older adults;
we did not have a large sample of lonely people
available to whom different experimental conditions
could be randomly assigned. Furthermore, the
Friendship Enrichment Program is based on the
notion of empowerment, that is, supporting people to
meet goals that they have set for themselves. Random
assignment to the intervention or control condition
would be contradictory to the goal of empowerment.

We did not have a baseline measurement for
loneliness and availability of friendships in Study 1.
However in the second study we found no signifi-
cant differences in loneliness between T0 and T1;
there were also very few developments in friend-
ship between T0 and T1. Therefore, using T1 as
a first measurement point for this article is defensible.
Our assumption that it takes time to develop new
friendships and reduce loneliness is supported by the
data from Study 2 (Martina & Stevens, in press).

Conclusion

Despite the limitations of the studies involved, this
article adds to available knowledge on the possibilities
for interventions to enhance friendship and improve
well-being in later life. The action-oriented approach
can also be applied to other goals that are attractive
to older adults, such as optimal health, autonomy,
harmonious partnership, and family relations.

References

Baumeister, R., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for
interpersonal attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psycho-
logical Bulletin, 11, 497–529.

Blazer, D. G. (2002). Self-efficacy and depression in late life: A primary
prevention proposal. Aging & Mental Health, 6, 315–324.

Carstensen, L. L., Issaacowitz, D. M., & Charles, S. T. (1999). Taking time
seriously: A theory of socio-emotional selectivity. American Psycholo-
gist, 54, 165–181.

Cattan, M., White, M., Bond, J., & Learmouth, A. (2005). Preventing social
isolation among older people: A systematic review of health promotion
interventions. Ageing and Society, 25, 41–67.

Deeg, D. J. H., & Westendorp-de Serière, M. (1994). Autonomy and
well-being in the aging population: Report from the Longi-
tudinal Aging Study Amsterdam 1992–1993. Amsterdam: VU Univer-
sity Press.

De Jong Gierveld, J., & Kamphuis, F. (1985). The develoment of a
Rasch-type loneliness scale. Applied Psychological Measurement, 9,
289–299.

De Jong Gierveld, J. (1998). A review of loneliness: Concepts and definitions,
determinants and consequences. Reviews in Clinical Gerontology, 8,
73–80.

De Jong Gierveld, J., & Van Tilburg, T. (1999). The manual of the
loneliness scale. Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit, Department of Social
Research Methodology.

Ferraro, K. F., & Farmer, M. M. (1995). Social compensation in adulthood
and later life. In R. A. Dixon & L. Backman (Eds.), Compensating for
psychological deficits and declines: Managing losses and promoting
gain (pp. 127–145). Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Field, D. (1999). Continuity and change in friendships in advanced old
age: Findings from the Berkeley Older Generation Study. International
Journal of Aging and Human Development, 48, 325–346.

Hartup, W. W., & Stevens, N. (1997). Friendships and adaptation in the life
course. Psychological Bulletin, 121, 355–370.

Kahn, R. L., & Antonucci, T. C. (1980). Convoys over the life course:
Attachment roles and social support. In P. B. Baltes & O. Brim (Eds.),
Life span development and behavior: Vol. 3 (pp. 253–286). San Diego:
Academic Press.

Kalmijn, M. (2003). Shared friendship networks and the life course: An
analysis of survey data on married and cohabiting couples. Social
Networks, 25, 232–249.

Martina, C. M. S., & Stevens, N. L. (in press). Breaking the cycle of
loneliness? Psychological effects of friendship enrichment program for
older women. Aging &Mental Health.

Rook, K. S. (1991). Facilitating friendship formation in late life: Puzzles and
challenges. American Journal of Community Psychology, 19, 103–110.

Schulz, R., & Heckhausen, J. (1996). A life span model of successful aging.
American Psychologist, 51, 702–714.

Stevens, N. (1995). Gender and adaptation to widowhood in late life. Ageing
and Society, 15, 37–58.

Stevens, N. (2001). Combating loneliness: A friendship enrichment pro-
gramme for older women. Ageing and Society, 21, 183–202.

Stevens, N., & Albrecht, H. (1995). The friendship enrichment program for
older women. Nijmegen: Catholic University of Nijmegen, Department
of Psychogerontology.

Stevens, N., & Van Tilburg, T. (2000). Stimulating friendship in later life: A
strategy for reducing loneliness in older women. Educational Gerontol-
ogy, 26, 15–35.

Steverink, N., Lindenberg, S., & Ormel, J. (1998). Towards understanding
successful ageing: Patterned change in resources and goals. Ageing and
Society, 18, 441–467.

Steverink, N., Westerhof, G. J., Bode, C., & Dittmann-Kohli, F. (2001).
Dutch Aging Survey: Onderzoeksdesign en instrumenten. Nijmegen:
Katholieke Universiteit Nijmegen, Sectie Psychogerontologie.

Van Tilburg, T. G. (1998). Losing and gaining in old age: Changes in
personal network size and social support in a 4-year longitudinal study.
Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences, 53B, S313–S323.

Watson, D., Clark, L. A., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and vali-
dation of brief measures of positive and negative affect: The
PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 54,
1063–1070.

Young, J. E. (1986). A cognitive-behavioral approach to friendship disorders.
In V. J. Derlega & B. A. Winstead (Eds.), Friendship and social inter-
action (pp. 246–276). New York: Springer-Verlag.

Received December 15, 2005
Accepted April 14, 2006
Decision Editor: Linda S. Noelker, PhD

502 The Gerontologist

 at V
rije U

niversiteit, L
ibrary on June 3, 2013

http://gerontologist.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://gerontologist.oxfordjournals.org/

