
University of Pennsylvania
ScholarlyCommons

Departmental Papers (ASC) Annenberg School for Communication

11-1980

Social Ecology of Supervised Communal Facilities
for Mentally Disabled Adults: III. Predictors of
Social Choice
Daniel Romer
University of Pennsylvania, dromer@asc.upenn.edu

Gershon Berkson

Follow this and additional works at: http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers

Part of the Communication Commons

At the time of publication, author Daniel Romer was affiliated with the University of Illinois-Chicago Circle. Currently, he is the Research Director at
the Institute for Adolescent Risk Communication at the Annenberg Public Policy Center, University of Pennsylvania.

This paper is posted at ScholarlyCommons. http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers/362
For more information, please contact libraryrepository@pobox.upenn.edu.

Recommended Citation
Romer, D., & Berkson, G. (1980). Social Ecology of Supervised Communal Facilities for Mentally Disabled Adults: III. Predictors of
Social Choice. American Journal of Mental Deficiency, 85 (3), 243-252. Retrieved from http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers/362

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by ScholarlyCommons@Penn

https://core.ac.uk/display/76383486?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://repository.upenn.edu?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/asc?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/325?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers/362?utm_source=repository.upenn.edu%2Fasc_papers%2F362&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://repository.upenn.edu/asc_papers/362
mailto:libraryrepository@pobox.upenn.edu


Social Ecology of Supervised Communal Facilities for Mentally Disabled
Adults: III. Predictors of Social Choice

Abstract
This paper is the third in a series in which the social behavior of mentally disabled clients in community
facilities was examined. In this report, social choice for various cognitive and physical characteristics and for
exposure to others was investigated in five settings. Preferences were inferred from observed affiliation, self
reports, and staff judgments. Clients tended to prefer peers whom they had more exposure to, same-sex peers,
and peers of similar attractiveness. Opposite-sex relationships were also common and were stronger for
women. Neither similarity nor complementarity choice was obtained for age or the desire for affiliation;
however, retarded clients tended to be segregated from mentally ill clients. Although clients tended to name
friends of similar intellect, a form of "limited complementarity" appeared to govern observed affiliation
preferences in that clients preferred to affiliate with peers who were somewhat different in IQ. This result
suggests that clients of relatively moderate intelligence are critical to the social integration of a setting, since
they are most likely to form relationships with clients of both higher and lower intelligence. The implications
of these results for the sociability of a setting were discussed.
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This paper is the third in a series in which the social behavior of mentally disabled clients in community 
facilities was examined . In this report, social choice for various cognitive and physical characteristics 
and for exposure to others was investigated in five settings. Preferences were inferred from observed 
affiliation, self reports, and staff judgments. Clients tended to prefer peers whom they had more 
exposure to , same-sex peers, and peers of similar attractiveness. Opposite-sex relationships were also 
common and were stronger fo r women. Neither similarity nor complementarity choice was obtained 
for age or the desire for affiliation ; however, retarded clients tended to be segregated from mentally ill 
clients. Although clients tended to name friends of similar intellect, a form of "limited complementar
ity" appeared to govern observed affiliation preferences in that clients preferred to affLiiate with peers 
who were somewhat different in IQ . This result suggests that clients of relatively moderate intelligence 
are critical to the social integration of.a setting, since they are most likely to form relationships with 
clients of both higher and lower intelligence. The implications of these results for the sociability of a 
setting were discussed . 

In earlier papers in this series, we have 
reported on the stability of social behavior 
and the personal and environmental pre
dictors of sociability (Berkson & Romer, 
1980; Romer & Berkson, 1980). This paper 
is focused on another aspect of social be
havior, the preferences that mentally dis
abled individuals have for the people they 
affiliate with . To the extent that social 
adaptation of mentally disabled adults in 
supervised communal facilities is to be 
maximized , knowledge about the determi
nants and characteristics of social choice is 
needed . For example, do mentally disabled 
adults naturally segregate themselves so 
that they only affiliate with others of similar 
cognitive and physical· characteristics? Do 
they tend to form stronger relationships 
with others to whom they have greater ex
posure? In asking these questions, we again 

This research was supported in part by Grant No. 
HD 10321 from the National Institute for Child Health 
and Human Development. Special thanks go to the 
following people for assistance in data collection and 
analysis: Tamar Heller, Lilian Tosic , Linda Massen, 
Marge Melstrom, Russel Puetz, and Pete Schiltz. 

focus on our objective observations of so
cial behavior as well as on more traditional 
sociometric measures based on client and 
staff member friendship namings . 

A great deal of research with nondisabled 
adults and children (cf. Berscheid & Wal
ster, 1978) suggests that similarity in cogni
tive and physical characteristics is by far 
the most frequent predictor of friendship 
formation. An important source of con
founding in these findings, however, is the 
likelihood that people only come in contact 
with others who are similar to themselves 
and that the tendency toward similarity is 
only a consequence of familiarity and expo
sure (Kerckhoff, 1974). Previous research 
with mentally retarded adults suggests that 
similarity choice for intelligence is either 
nonexistent (Romer & Berkson, 1979) or 
completely accounted for by residential 
segregation (Landesman-Dwyer, Berkson, 
& Romer, 1979). We were interested, 
therefore, to determine whether this finding 
would hold up for our present sample and to 
extend the investigation to other traits and 
characteristics that we- have studied in this 
research program (e.g. , age , sex , and 
physical attractiveness) . 

243 
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In the social ecology of community set
tings, exposure to others may have impor
tant implications for the formation of social 
relationships; therefore, its effects were a 
major focus in our research design. To de
termine the influence of exposure, we ob
served clients in settings where they could 
interact with others whom they also had 
exposure to in another setting. Based on the 
hypothesis that "mere exposure" produces 
attraction to others (Harrison, 1977), we 
expected that clients would prefer to af
filiate with their more familiar peers. 

According to another hypothesis, people 
are attracted to others who have charac
teristics that complement their own. For 
example, a dominant person will prefer a 
submissive friend (Leary, 1957). Although 
the complementarity hypothesis has re
ceived less support, it seems so plausible 
that it cannot be ruled out. For instan~e, 
preference for opposite-sex relationships is 
an obvious form of complementarity. We 
were interested, therefore, to see whether 
complementarity would appear with regard 
to sex or any other dimensions of friendship 
choice. 

The distinction between complementary 
and similarity choice is relevant to our ear
lier findings regarding the social correlates 
of intelligence (Romer & Berkson, 1979). 
We observed that although individual IQ 
was uncorrelated with sociability , the aver
age IQ of the peers in a setting was a pre
dictor of both the extensiveness and inten
sity of affiliation . We can entertain two ex
planations for this result. First, more in
telligent individuals may be intrinsically 
more sociable , more likely to interact with 
each other (similarity choice), and , by their 
presence, increase the "social atmo
sphere" of the setting. This atmosphere ef
fect could then transfer to the less in
telligent clients and increase their sociabil
ity. 

A second hypothesis is that more in
telligent adults may not be more sociable 
but that mentally disabled adults may prefer 
to affi liate with others who differ from 
themselves in intelligence (complementary 
choice). If this is the case, then increasing 
the proportion of more intelligent clients in 
a setting would increase the opportunity for 

desirable complementary relationships. 
The result might be that the average in
tellectual level of clients in a setting is cor
related with sociability even though indi
vidual intelligence is not. A major focus in 
this paper, therefore, was on analysis of the 
role of intelligence in the choice of social 
partners and relationship of this process to 
our earlier findings concerning intelligence 
and sociability. 

One advantage of our objective behavior 
records is the ability both to identify 
friendships and to scale them in terms of 
their intensity. We can ask not only 
whether individuals prefer similar others 
but also whether they spend more time with 
them. For example, although people may 
have more friends of the same sex, they 
may still spend more time, on the average, 
with their opposite-sex partners. Since in
dividuals actually have sets of friends, we 
were interested in studying the average 
characteristics of the sets as well as the 
characteristics of the most intense relation
ships in the sets. 

Method 

Subjects and Design 

Subjects were the same sample of 304 
clients described in Romer and Berkson 
(1980). Clients were observed in one of 
four sheltered workshops and one in
termediate-care residential facility in 
Chicago. Eighty-one of the clients were ob
served in both their workshop and the resi
dential facility (and one client was observed 
in two workshops), bringing the total 
number of cases to be analyzed to 386. The 
roster of clients in each setting contained 
groups of clients who, in the case of the 
workshops, lived in the same sheltered-care 
facility (n = 116) and who in the residence 
attended the same workshop (n = 97). In 
one workshop, the program had just been 
formed by the amalgamation of two pre
viously separate programs (n = 47). These 
naturally occurring arrangements enabled 
us to study the effects that additional expo
sure to peers had upon affiliative choice in 
each setting . 

Observations and Intervie» 
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Observations and Interviews 

Clients were observed during coffee 
breaks, lunch, and other free periods in the 
sheltered workshops and during unsched
uled periods (evenings and weekends) in 
the residence. Behavior was recorded dur
ing about 100, 5-second, randomly selected 
" momentary" observations, using an ex
tensive list of behavior categories described 
by Berkson and Romer (1980). If the client 
were engaged- in affiliative behavior, the 
identity of others involved in the interaction 
was also recorded. The 100 observations 
were obtained over a period of 3 to 5 
months in four settings. The fifth setting, a 
newly created workshop program, was 
studied in two segments, with approx
imately 50 observations at each time. Most 
of the present analyses were based on only 
the first of these segments. 

As in our earlier reports, the proportion 
of observations that two clients were seen 
together defined the intensity of their social 
relationship; however, we only counted as 
associates those individuals who were seen 
interacting with a client for at least 3 per
cent of the client's observations. By this 
criterion clients had anywhere from 0 to 15 
"friends" (mean = 2.8) . 

As many clients as possible (n = 284) 
were also interviewed about their acquaint
ances in the setting. Peers named as "best 
friends" and people whom clients "liked to 
talk to" were considered as friends. Using 
this criterion, we found that clients named 
from 0 to 12 peers as friends (mean = 2.4). 

Finally, staff members were asked to 
name the people whom they knew clients 
"interacted with. " They were also asked to 
rate each acquaintance on a scale from 1 
("definitely not friends") to 5 ("definitely 
friends"). As in our earlier reports, ac
quaintances who had an average rating 
(over staff members) of at least 3.5 were 
considered to be friends. Using this crite
rion, we found that staff members tended to 
name from 0 to 10people per client (mean 
= 1.7) . 

Analyses of Social Choice 

Clients ' friendship lists were summarized 
in terms of six physical and cognitive char-

acteristics: intelligence, sex, age, major 
diagnosis, desire for affiliation, and physi
cal attractiveness. The first four variables 
were taken from Agency files; the desire for 
affiliation was derived from a test (the So
cial Self-Concept Scale) administered to 
clients that measured their preferences for 
affiliation vs. solitude, and physical attrac
tiveness was derived from staff member 
judgments. Details on the measurement of 
these variables were given in our earlier 
reports . In addition, if clients had peers to 
whom they could have exposure in another 
setting, their friendships were categorized 
in terms of this exposure (yes/no). For most 
of these variables, characteristics of a 
client's friendships were obtained by av
eraging the relevant values over friends. In 
the case of diagnosis and exposure, how
ever, averaging did not apply; instead, we 
calculated the proportion of friends who 
were similar in diagnosis or who had expo
sure to the client. These values were then 
corrected by dividing them by proportions 
that would be expected by chance in the 
setting (the proportion of relevant peers in 
the setting) . This correction would result in 
a value of 1.0 if a client's friends matched 
the proportion expected by chance in the 
setting, and a value greater than 1.0 if a 
preference for certain peers were operating. 

The various summary scores were then 
analyzed using regression analyses in which 
all of the variables describing each client 
served as predictors. This analysis enabled 
us to determine the relationship between 
client and friend characteristics, holding all 
other client characteristics constant. In ad
dition, variation due to settings was held 
constant by including predictors for each 
workshop. The reason for using this proce
dure is that spurious correlations between 
client and friend characteristics could 
emerge simply because settings differ with 
regard to the client characteristics under 
study. Holding this variation constant per
mits the true relationship between client 
and friend characteristics to emerge. Fi
nally , linear interactions between settings 
and the critical client characteristic were 
included to determine whether the client
friend relationship differed by setting. A 
similar procedure was used by Romer and 
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Berkson (1980) in their analysis of sociabil
ity. 

To analyze how much time clients spent 
with friends of different characteristics, we 
separated friendship lists derived from the 
observations into grosser categories and 
calculated the average intensity of the 
friendships that fell into each category. 
Most characteristics were trichotomized so 
that equal numbers of clients would fall into 
each category. IQs of 52 and 72 defined the 
lower and upper category boundaries for 
intelligence, and 31 and 51 years were the 
cutoffs for age . Although we call these 
categories "low," "medium," and "high," 
they are only defined in relation to our pres
ent sample . For example, medium IQ ac
tually corresponds to what is usually called 
"mild" mental retardation. In the case of 
sex (male, female), diagnosis (mental retar
dation , mental illness, both diagnoses), and 
exposure (yes, no), however , existing 
categories were employed. By this proce
dure, each client would have an average 
intensity score for each category, e.g., for 
friends of high, medium, and low IQ. If a 
client had no friends in a particular cate
gory, the score was considered to be miss
ing. Thus, this analysis provided a measure 
of preference for different categories of so
cial choice given that clients had friends in 
the category. These intensity measures 
could also be subjected to the same regres
sion analysis procedures outlined above. 
We found that scores for one category were 
usually uncorrelated with scores from an
other on the same dimension (e .g. , high and 
low IQ), so that separate regressions for 
each category could be conducted. Because 
the intensity scores tended to be positively 
skewed, however, we performed a square
root transformation before analyzing them 
by regression procedures. This tactic tends 

to reduce the heterogeneity of variance that 
would otherwise occur. Nevertheless , in 
presenting the results of particular intensity 
analyses, we report untransformed scores 
that are more readily interpretable. 

Results 

Consistent with our expectations, clients' 
friends hip preferences were strongly pre
dicted by the amount of exposure they had 
to their peers. To assess the effect of expo
sure, we calculated the proportion of 
friends clients had (by each measure of 
choice) from their home or workshop and 
divided this value by the proportion ex
pected by chance in the setting. Greater 
than chance selection of familiar friends 
would correspond to a value larger than 1.0. 
All three measures of exposure preference 
were greater than 1.0 (observations = 2.31, 
t = 5.13, 189 df, p < .01; clients = 2.49, t = 
5.40, 133 df, p < .01 ; staff = 2.86, t = 6.56, 
172 df, p < .01) . Although the preference 
was stronger in some settings than in 
others, it was apparent in each and was 
consistently independent of intelligence. 
The behavioral measures indicated that 
both older and mentally ill clients were 
more inclined to have the preference; but 
neither client nor staff judgments displayed 
this pattern. 

Although clients tended to prefer to asso
ciate with familiar peers, it was not neces
sarily the case that they spent more time in 
these relationships than in ones with un
familiar persons. As can be seen in Table 1, 
the average intensity of familiar relation
ships was mainly greater for females. We 
analyzed the intensity data for clients who 
had both categories of friendship by sub
tracting the intensity score for a client's 
unfamiliar friends from that for his or her 

TABLE I 

M EAN TIM E (IN P E RCENTAGES) SPENT WITH PEERS BY SEX OF CLI E NT 

Peer familiarity Peer sex 

High Low Male Female 

Client Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 

Males 7.52 7. 38 7.21 5.28 6.26 3.36 8.99 8.68 
Females 9.80 10.18 7. 14 5.79 8.90 8.24 6.21 4.72 
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familiar ones. A regression analysis in
cluding all traits and settings revealed that 
only females preferred familiar peers (F = 
7.25, 1/90 df, p < .01). The overall prefer
ence for familiar friends was nonsignificant 
(mean difference = 9.4 percent, t = 1.25, 
106 df, "p > .10). 

Intelligence and Social Choice 

Although client IQ and the average IQ of 
clients ' friends were positively correlated 
for each measure of friendship (observa
tions, r = .42; client namings, r = .38; staff 
namings, r = .43), these relations were con
siderably reduced when variation between 
settings was held constant (observations: F 
= 2.87, 1/281 df, p > .10; client namings: F = 
5.53, 1/198 df, p < .05; staff namings: F = 
. 06, 1/244 df, p > .10). Clients tended to 
name friends of the same level of intellect in 
all settings, but observed friendships 
tended to be similar in only one setting (F = 
4.18, 1/281 df, p < .05) . It was not surprising 
that this particular setting would show the 
strongest evidence of similarity since the 
program had recently been created by the 
amalgamation of two previously separate 
programs that differed in average IQ of 
clients (39 vs. 60) . Since previous ex,Posure 
was correlated with intelligence, similarity 
choice would be an apparent consequence. 

The regression analyses of average friend 
IQ also revealed that more attractive and 
older clients tended to be seen with more 
intelligent peers, and staff members agreed 
with the observations in that they also saw 
more attractive clients as having more in
telligent friends. Our measures failed to find 
evidence, however, that any other client 
characteristic was systematically related to 
the IQ of friends. 

Although correlational analyses of ob
served friendships did not support either 
the similarity or complementarity hypothe
ses, it was still possible that some other 
form of choice for IQ was operating. This 
possibility became clear when we examined 
the preference curves for friends of various 
IQ levels. These plots, shown in Figure I , 
indicate that for every sociometric method, 
choice of friends was systematically related 
to intelligence. Looking first at choice for 

the most intense observed relationship 
(Figure Ia), it is apparent that both low- and 
high-IQ clients were seen more often than 
expected by chance with peers who were 
moderately but not completely different. 
Clients of medium IQ were popular with 
peers of both high and low IQ. This conclu
sion is also supported by the preference 
curves based on the average amount of time 
clients spent with peers of various levels of 
intelligence (Figure 1b). Each IQ group 
tended to spend the most time with peers 
who were somewhat different in intelli
gence. More striking, however, was the 
tendency for each client group to spend the 
least time with peers who were similar in 
IQ. Regression analyses holding settings 
and other variables constant substantiated 
the curvilinear pattern for time spent in 
both low- and moderate-IQ friendships (Fs . 
= 7.39 and 17 .03 and dfs = 1/158 and 1/214, 
respectively, ps < .01). The curvilinear 
pattern for high-IQ friends approached 
significance. These results suggest a form 
of " limited complementarity" in relation to 
social choice for intelligence; i.e., clients 
appeared to be sensitive to a certain degree 
of similarity and complementarity in their 
affiliation preferences. 

The patterns of choice displayed by 
clients and staff (Figures lc and 1d) were 
most noticeably different regarding the 
preferences of low-IQ clients. Both clients 
and staff members indicated similarity
choice for low-IQ clients. Consistent with 
the regression analysis, clients displayed 
similarity-choice for all IQ groups . Never
theless, the questionnaire results indicate 
that there is some preference for peers of 
dissimilar intelligence, especially among 
medium-IQ clients. Thus, although clients 
tended to name friends who were in
tellectually similar, our observations sug
gest that mentally disabled adults do not 
segregate themselves on the basis of intelli
gence and that limited forms of com
plementarity exist in these friendship rela
tions . 

Opposite-Sex Relationships 

Opposite-sex relationships are a basic 
aspect of social life. Nondisabled adults, of 



248 SOCIAL ECOLOGY OF COMMUNAL FACILITIES: III 

50 

40 

30 

20 

10 

0 

-10 

-20 

o-30 

w 
u -40 z 
< 
:I: 
u 50 

~ 
~ 40 
..... 

·z 30 
0 
;:: < 20 

> 
~ 10 

z 0 
w 

~ -10 

~ 
-20 

-30 

( 0 ) 

·----
..• , ...... ,. /;··//,/ '" 

// ./ ........ · .. •, ··. 
,., 

'/ 
I 

LOW MEDIUM HIGH 

._low\ 
••••••••• ••• m•dium fri•nd's I 0 

--------- high 

.... ············•······· ···· ····· 

............ 

( b ) 

( d ) 

LOW MEDIUM HIGH 

11 

1(. 

ri{ 
;lO 

9 () 
m 
z ._. 

8 
._. 
~ 
m 

6 

CLIENT IQ 

FIGURE I. Social choice of clients of high , medium, and low IQ for peers of various IQ level s as determined 
from (a) most intense observed relationship, (b) average time spent with peers, (c) client friendship namings , and 
(d) namings given by staff members . 

course , find both same- and opposite-sex 
relationships satisfying. We were not sur
prised, therefore, to find a small but sig
nificant tendency toward similarity in sex
ual preference (observations, r = .23; client 
namings, r = .51 ; staff namings, r = .19). 
Regression analyses revealed that this 
tendency remained when controlling for 
settings and other variables , although the 
preference seemed to vary in strength de
pending upon setting . Older and more so
cially motivated clients tended to be seen 

with a high proportion of women , and older 
clients named a higher proportion of 
women as friends. 

Despite the preference for same-sex re
lationships, opposite-sex relationships were 
common. Approximately 34 percent of 
men ' s observed friends were women, 
whereas approximately 48 percent of 
women's observed friends were men . Fur
thermore, as can be seen in Table 1, women 
tended to spend more time, on the average, 
with men than they did with women (F = 

5.67, 1/248 df, p < .05). A 
for men did not reach si1 
other variables were contn 

Other Client Characteristi' 
Choice 

Age. Although men tall) 
tractive clients tended to af 
peers, there was no evide 
segregated themselves by 
tion between settings wa~ 
Clients did display some 
similarity in their friendsh 
this preference was limited 
tings. Mentally ill clients a 
older peers as friends . De~ 
evidence for similarity in t 
and client namings, staff r, 

to name friends who were 
age (F = 17.91, 1/239 df, p 
there was one setting in wl 
appear. Staff members did 
other sources in naming o 
mentally ill clients. The on 
predicted the time clients SJ 
of various ages was physica 
with more attractive clie 
spend more time with you 
aged peers (Fs = 13.8 and 
1/193 and 1/216, respective!] 
absence of similarity cho 
perhaps not so surprising c 
the same result has been ob: 
disabled population when 
had ready access to each 01 
& Lawton, 1975). 

Sociability. Although the 
filiation was correlated witt 
our sample (r = .32) , there \1 
of either similarity or cc 
choice in relation to this de 
less, more attractive client: 
filiate with more sociable 
spend more time with m 
highly sociable peers , and w• 
affiliate with and spend n: 
highly sociable peers than c 
namings showed the same p: 
namings were only sensitiv 
tractiveness as a predictor o 

Diagnosis . As seen in T 
diagnosed primarily as me1 



tnd's 10 

~ 
0 

0 

I
. 

' 

_../ ',, 

· ....... 

____ ,///,/ 

,' ,, 

~:········~ 

( b ) 

(d I 

OIUM HIGH 

1) 

)(., 

~ 
Q ~ 

m 
z 
-i 

B -i 

~ 
m 

6 

s of various IQ levels as determined 
rs , (c) client friendship namings, and 

1portion of women, and older 
d a higher proportion of 
nds. 
preference for same-sex re
posite-sex relationships were 
proximately 34 percent of 
ed friend s were women, 
roximately 48 percent of 
rved friends were men. Fur-
' m be seen in Table 1, women 
d more time, on the average, 

they did with women (F = 

ROMER AND BERKSON 249 

5.67 , 1/248 df, p < .05) . A similar tendency 
for men did not reach significance when 
other variables were controlled. 

Other Client Characteristics and Social 
Choice 

Age. Although mentally ill and less at
tractive clients tended to affiliate with older 
peers, there was no evidence that clients 
segregated themselves by age once varia
tion between settings was held constant. 
Clients did display some preference for 
similarity in their friendship namings , but 
this preference was limited to only two set
tings . Mentally ill clients also named more 
older peers as friends . Despite the limited 
evidence for similarity in the observations 
and client namings, staff members tended 
to name friends who were comparable in 
age (F = 17.91 , 1/239 df, p < .01) , although 
there was one setting in which this did not 
appear. Staff members did agree with the 
other sources in naming older friends for 
mentally ill clients . The only variable that 
predicted the time clients spent with others 
of various ages was physical attractiveness, 
with more attractive clients· tending to 
spend more time with young and middle
aged peers (Fs = 13.8 and 9.60 and dfs = 
1/193 and 1/216, respectively , p s < .01) . The 
absence of similarity choice for age is 
perhaps not so surprising considering that 
the same result has been observed in a non
disabled population when the individuals 
had ready access to each other (Namehow 
& Lawton, 1975). 

Sociability . Although the desire for af
filiation was correlated with intelligence in 
our sample (r = .32) , there was no evidence 
of either similarity or complementarity 
choice in relation to this desire . Neverthe
less, more attractive clients tended to af
filiate with more sociable peers and to 
spend more time with moderately and 
highly sociable peers , and women tended to 
affiliate with and spend more time with 
highly sociable peers than did men . Client 
namings showed the same pattern, but staff 
namings were only sensitive to client at
tractiveness as a predictor of social choice. 

Diagnosis. As seen in Table 2, clients 
diagnosed primarily as mentally retarded 

TABLE 2 
MEAN PROPORTION OF FRIENDS WITH SAME 
DIAGNOSIS FO R EACH SOCIOMETRIC METHOD 

Method 

Observations 
Clients 
Staff 

MR 

1.19* 
1.11 * 
1.19* 

Client diagnosis 

MI 

1.02 
1.36 
2.00* 

MRIMI 

1.08 
1.05 
1.11 

Not e. MR = mentally retarded, MI = mentally ill . 
* p < .05 . 

affiliated with more peers of the same diag
nosis than expected by chance (t = 5.96, 227 
df, p < .01) ; on the other hand, mentally ill 
and mixed diagnosis clients did not prefer 
similar peers. We cannot determine 
whether this differential preference oc
curred because the nonretarded clients had 
no preferences or because the retarded 
clients simply preferred to segregate them
selves from the mentally ill clients . An 
analysis based on intensity of affiliation 
revealed no systematic preference for 
mentally retarded or mentally ill peers by 
any diagnostic group. Nevertheless, staff 
members saw mentally ill clients as par
ticularly prone to segregation (t = 2.56, 23 
df, p < .05) , and they saw a similar ten
dency for the retarded clients (t = 5.52 , 203 
df, D < .01). 

Attractiveness . Physical attractive-
ness is an interesting variable because it 
was correlated with intelligence (r = .24) 
and was surprisingly predictive of sociabil
ity in this sample (Romer & Berkson, 1980). 
Nondisabled adults have been observed to 
be highly sensitive to this characteristic in 
both mating (Murstein , 1976) and friendship 
choice (Cash & Derlega, 1978), with strong 
preference for similarity choice. Our pres
ent sample displayed the same pattern (ob
servations, r = .38 ; client namings, r = .27; 
and staff namings, r = .23). Clients tended 
to affiliate with peers who were similar in 
attractiveness (F = 19.26, 1/128df, p < .01), 
and the intensity scores shown in Figure 2 
reveal a striking similarity pattern for each 
attractiveness group. The linear trends for 
high- and low-attractiveness peers were 
significant (F = 7.22, 1/78 df, p < .01 and F 
= 4.83, 1/78 df, p < .05, respectively), and 
the curvilinear pattern for moderately at-
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FIGURE 2. Average time spent with peers of low, 
medium , a nd high attractiveness as a function of client 
attractiveness . 

tractive peers approached significance. 
Apparently, mentally disabled clients 
segregated themselves according to this 
physical characteristic much as nondi s
abled adults have been found to do. 

Both clients and staff members agreed 
with the observations by naming friends 
who were similar in attractiveness (F = 

3.91, 1/89 df, p < .10, and F = 6.52, 1/93 df, 
p < .05, respectively). An apparent ten
dency on the part of younger and mentally 
retarded clients to affiliate with more at
tractive peers did not reach significance, 
however, in client and staff member nam-. . 
mgs. 

Discussion 

Our sample of mentally disabled adults 
who live and work in community settings 
appeared to be sensitive to a number of 
peer characteristics in their selection of 
friends. They tended to affiliate with others 
whom they had greater exposure to and 
with others who were moderately different 
in intelligence but s imilar in physical at
tractiveness. Although same-sex relation
ships were more likely, opposite-sex re
lationships were often stronger, especially 
for women. Finally, mentally retarded 
clients tended to affiliate with each other, 
whereas mentally ill clients did not appear 

to have any preferences. Since comparable 
observations of nondisabled adults in their 
work and residential settings have not been 
conducted, it is difficult to say whether dis
abled adults differ from them . If anything, 
the results suggest sensitivity to the same 
variables that seem to govern friendship 
choice in nondisabled adults. 

The finding that exposure encourages af
filiation has straightforward implications 
for the programming of services for men
tally disabled adults. Rehabilitation of such 
persons in community settings often in
volves residential and work placements of 
limited tenure. The present results suggest 
that unless individuals' friendships are 
taken into consideration, these shifts may 
disrupt social networks that may be as im
portant to clients as their career adjustment 
(cf. Berkson & Romer, in press). The re
sults of this study and others (Edgerton & 
Bercovici , 1976; Gollay, Freedman, Wyn
gaarden, & Kurtz ; 1978) suggest that affili
ation and friendship are an integral aspect 
in the lives of disabled individuals that de
serves attention in rehabilitation and pro
gramming. 

A most promising result regarding the 
placement of mentally disabled adults con
cerns social choice for intelligence . This 
consideration is relevant to the issue of het
erogeneous vs. homogeneous grouping in 
placement of mentally retarded people . Or
dinarily, this issue is discussed without ref
erence to clients' or students' social prefer
ences . If mentally disabled individuals 
segregated themselves by intellectual 
levels, interchange and cooperation among 
disabled people would be minimal. Our re
sults suggest, however, that a limited form 
of complementarity prevails when individ
uals of different intellectual abilities are 
placed together. Furthermore, this tend
ency to form complementary relationships 
makes the presence of relatively moder
ate ly intelligent clients important (by con
ventional standards these individuals are 
only mildly retarded). These individuals are 
most likely to affiliate with others of both 
lower and higher intellect, thereby in
creasing the chances for satisfying com
plementary relationships for all IQ groups. 
Our earlier finding, that the average intelli-

gence of clients in a setting 
sociability of aiJ individuals 
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TABLE 3 
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IN IQ CATEGORIES BY ~ 

Sociability 

% Average 
Setting affiliation3 intensity1 

W A 38 5.1 
WI 29 4.7 
WH 44 6.4 
WE 54 7.5 
Residence 29 4.9 

a Proportion of observations inv1 
" Average proportion of observat 
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gence of clients in a setting is related to the 
sociability of all individuals, seems to hinge 
on the presence of a greater proportion of 
moderately intelligent clients. The data in 
Table 3 show the proportion of clients in 
medium- and high-IQ groups in the five set
tings we studied as well as the average 
sociability of each setting . These results 
suggest that the greater the proportion of 
relatively medium-IQ clients, the higher the 
sociability of the setting . Since the propor
tion of medium-IQ clients also correlates 
with average IQ of the setting, this factor 
may be responsible for the finding now ob
served in two studies that average intelli
gence of peers predicts the sociability of the 
individuals in the settings (Landesman
Dwyer et al., 1979; Romer & Berkson, 
1980) . Although further research to explore 
this issue is needed, the present results 
suggest that the social integration of men
tally disabled adults who differ in intelli
gence may have beneficial consequences for 
all concerned. 

TABLE 3 
AVERA GE SOCIABILITY AND PROPORT ION OF CLIENTS 

IN IQ CATEGORIES BY SETT ING 

Sociability 

% Average IQ 

Setting affiliation• intensity" Medium High 

WA 38 5.1 37 14 
WI 29 4.7 29 31 
WH 44 6.4 35 24 
WE 54 7.5 43 46 
Residence 29 4 .9 32 8 

• Proport ion of observations involving affi liation . 
" Average proportion of observations spent with ob

served friends (see Romer and Berkson [1980] for 
more detail s). 

Our findings regarding similarity-choice 
for physical attractiveness add further 
weight to the importance of this variable for 
affiliation and friendship among mentally 
di sabled people . Physical attractiveness 
also predicted sociability in our sample 
(Romer & Berkson, 1980). Since clients 
segregate themselves by attractiveness , the 
question arises as to whether less attractive 
clients are less sociable because they are 
rejected by more attractive peers or be-

cause they simply tend to form relation
ships with others who are as unsociable as 
they are. Research in which clients ' physi
cal attractiveness is enhanced could begin 
to answer this question . 

Although client a rid staff member 
friendship namings agreed only weakly with 
each other and with observed affiliation 
(Berkson & Romer, 1980), the present re
sults indicate that they still exhibit consid
erable agreement about friend charac
teristics. All three measures registered the 
same preferences for sex , familiarity, diag
nosis, and physical attractiveness. Prefer
ence for similarity in intelligence produced 
the most salient disagreement. Why clients 
would name friends who were similar in 
intelligence and yet spend most time with 
peers who were moderately different is not 
known. Nevertheless, the present results 
suggest that more than one source of 
sociometric information may be needed to 
comprehend fully friendship and affiliative 
choice . 

Throughout our present analyses, we 
have only studied observed friendships in 
terms of time spent together. Relationships 
can also be distinguished , however, in 
terms of the activities individuals engage in 
together. In a subsequent report, we focu s 
on how these activities differ as a function 
of the characteristics of the partners. 
D. R. 
Department of Psychology 
University of Illinoi s at Chicago Circle 
Box 4348 
Chicago , IL 60680 

Manuscript submilled 8117179. 
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