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Partners and others: Social

provisions and loneliness among

married Dutch men and women

in the second half of life

Nan Stevens & Gerben J. Westerhof

Radboud University

ABSTRACT
The main goal of this article was to test whether the perceived
availability of social provisions within and outside marriage
in a representative Dutch sample of men and women in late
adulthood would differ from findings from similar studies in
the United States. We predicted that there would be more
similarity between married men and women in self-reported
social relationships, social provisions, and loneliness in the
more feminine culture of The Netherlands than is often
reported in research from the United States, where the
dominant culture is more masculine. Data are from the Dutch
Aging survey that involved a representative sample of 983
people between the ages of 40 and 85. As predicted, we found
similarity between men and women in the size and composi-
tion of core networks, the provision of emotional support to
and from the partner, and in the provision of instrumental
support to others. Contrary to our hypothesis, women
exchanged more emotional support with friends, children,
and other family and identified these persons more often as
companions in leisure activities. Despite the women’s greater
reported involvement in other relationships, these men were
not lonelier than were women. For both men and women,
social provisions from close relationships beyond the partner
relation contributed to alleviating loneliness.

KEY WORDS: gender differences • late adulthood • loneliness •
marriage • social provisions
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When asked what is most important in life, older men and women in The
Netherlands rate a good marriage second only to good health (Deeg &
Braam, 1997). Previous research has found that these two domains are
linked, as being married is associated typically with better physical and
mental health (Gove, Hughes, & Style, 1983; Joung et al., 1997, Ross, 1995).
People who are married tend to be happier (Stack & Eshleman, 1998); they
are also less prone to loneliness, early mortality, and suicide than are the
nonmarried (De Jong-Gierveld & van Tilburg, 1987). The benefits of
marriage that contribute to these positive outcomes include greater
economic security, the promotion of health-related behaviors, and higher
levels of social support among the married compared to the nonmarried
(Joung et al., 1997; Ross, 1995). Married partners serve as companions and
for the fulfillment of fundamental needs for intimacy, reassurance of worth,
nurturance, and care, though other close relationships may also satisfy these
needs (De Jong-Gierveld & van Tilburg, 1987; Weiss, 1974).

Whereas the unique importance of the partner relationship is acknowl-
edged generally, the conclusion is drawn primarily from studies on marriage
focusing on younger couples and factors leading to divorce. As the aging
population continues to expand, however, the relevance of studies on older
married persons increases (Acitelli, 1996). According to socio-emotional
selectivity theory (Carstensen, 1991), for example, individuals become more
and more selective in choosing social partners as they age, preferring those
with whom interactions are predictable and who provide emotionally
positive experiences. Such selectivity occurs not only for intimate partners
but also for close relationships with family members and friends.

The present study compares social provisions by the partner and other
close relationships for Dutch men and women in late adulthood. The associ-
ation of various social provisions with loneliness is also examined. Loneli-
ness was chosen as the indicator for wellbeing because of its focus on the
domain of social relationships and because relatively little is known about
loneliness within marriage in late adulthood.

Rook (1984, 1987) has emphasized the importance of distinguishing
support and companionship when studying the impact of relationships on
wellbeing, as well as the effect of negative interactions (Rook, 1984). What
is known about the impact of various relationships is somewhat contradic-
tory. For example, in an earlier Dutch study that compared the effect of
support from a variety of relationships on loneliness, Dykstra (1993) found
that when a partner was available, support from friends and children had
little impact on loneliness in later life. Pinquart (2003), however, discovered
that frequency of contact with friends (companionship) was inversely
related to loneliness. By including support, companionship, and negative
interactions in the social provisions that were studied, we hoped to add to
knowledge on the differential effects of a variety of relationships beside the
partner on the loneliness of married men and women in late adulthood.
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Loneliness among the married

Loneliness is defined as the ‘unpleasant experience that occurs when a
person’s network of social relations is deficient in some important way,
either quantitatively or qualitatively’ (Perlman & Peplau, 1981, p. 31).
Despite the possibility of deficiencies in a variety of relationships, includ-
ing the partner relationship, there has been little attention to loneliness
among the married in later life. One reason may be that marital or partner
status is a very strong predictor of loneliness. Those without partners score
significantly higher on loneliness scales than do those who are married or
living in a consensual union (De Jong Gierveld & Van Tilburg, 1995;
Pinquart, 2003). Loneliness also occurs among the married, however. In a
representative study of persons between the age of 15 and 80 in Sweden,
Tornstam (1992) found that 40% of the married experienced loneliness
sometimes or often. But not all partners are equally likely to be lonely:
Using a meta-analysis of influences on loneliness in older adults, Pinquart
and Sörenson (2001) found higher levels of loneliness among married
women than among married men in a majority of the studies reviewed.
Differences in loneliness between men and women were significantly larger
in married samples than in unmarried samples.

Sex differences in social provisions within and outside of
marriage

Despite the relative advantage of being married overall, marriages vary in
the quality of the support that they provide and the degree to which they
meet fundamental needs for intimacy and companionship (Ross, 1995). The
differences in loneliness among the married reported earlier are one indi-
cation that partner relationships may differ in perceived quality for men and
women. That is, married women may be lonelier than married men because
they experience deficiencies in the intimacy, companionship, or support
that is available from their partner more often than is the case for men.
Moreover, there is evidence that men are more satisfied with their marriages
than are women overall (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). As for the provision
of support within marriage, men appear to receive more instrumental
support (Gurung, Taylor, & Seeman, 2003) as well as more emotional
support from their partners than vice versa (Depner & Ingersoll-Dayton,
1985; Gurung et al., 2003; Walen & Lachman, 2000).

Further, the social environment in which marriages are embedded may
vary in terms of social provisions that complement those provided by the
marital partner. Various North American studies reveal that women have
larger social networks than men (Antonucci, 1990). Women tend to have
not only more family and friends in their networks, they have more
frequent contact with others and exchange support with a greater variety
of persons (Antonucci, 1990; Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). Men appear to
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be more reliant on their wives for emotional support than vice versa
(Antonucci, 1990; Depner & Ingersoll-Dayton, 1985).

Whereas women benefit from their more intimate relationships, their
more intense involvement in a greater variety of relationships also appears
to make them more vulnerable to relational stress (Antonucci, 2001).
Women report experiencing conflict, disagreement, and frustration with
others more frequently than is the case for men; often their negative inter-
actions are with the same people with whom they share positive experi-
ences (Antonucci, 1990). Rook (2003), however, notes that evidence for sex
differences in exposure to negative social interactions is inconsistent; some-
times no sex differences are found. In her research, Rook (1984) has shown
that negative interactions have a greater impact on wellbeing than positive
experiences in relationships. It is important, therefore, to include negative
experiences when examining the differential association between diverse
social provisions and the wellbeing of men and women.

Differential impact of partner support on wellbeing

As a result of men’s greater reliance on their wives for support and women’s
greater variety of close relationships, we would expect the perceived quality
of the marital relationship to have a greater impact on men than on women.
This has not been supported empirically, however. Gove, Hughes, and Style
(1983) reported differences in the impact of being married and of marital
happiness on overall happiness, mental health, and life satisfaction. Their
frequently cited conclusion was that marital status is important for men’s
wellbeing, whereas the affective quality of the marriage is important for
women’s wellbeing. The authors did not ascertain if the differences found
between men and women were significant, however, reducing some confi-
dence in the overall claim (Stack & Eshleman, 1998).

In two other studies, however, marital quality appears to affect wives
more than it affects husbands. Quirouette and Gold (1992) examined the
extent to which older husbands’ and wives’ wellbeing was predicted by their
partners’ marital adjustment, that is, the subjective assessment of the
quality of the marriage. As predicted, the husbands’ marital adjustment
contributed significantly to the wives’ wellbeing, whereas the wives’ assess-
ment of marital quality did not predict the husbands’ wellbeing. Likewise,
Acitelli and Antonucci (1994) studied the link between marital support and
satisfaction in older couples, in combination with their wellbeing. Receiv-
ing support from the partner, giving support to the partner, as well as the
reciprocity of support exchanged contributed significantly to wives’ well-
being, whereas a negligible amount of variance in the husbands’ wellbeing
was explained by the same variables. The conclusion from these studies is
that the quality of the marital relationship has a greater impact on women’s
wellbeing than it did on men’s.

924 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 23(6)
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Cultural differences in masculinity/femininity

The influence of sex or gender on social relationships across the life span
is fundamental, yet it is complex and mediated by culture (Antonucci,
Langfahl, & Akiyama, 2004). Most of the studies cited on loneliness in
marriage, sex differences in social provisions within and outside of
marriage, and the impact of the partner relationship on wellbeing have
been conducted in the United States. An important goal of this study was
to test whether the sex differences that appear to be rather consistent
within the United States would be found in a representative sample of older
adults in The Netherlands. According to Hofstede (2001), one dimension
on which the Dutch and U.S. cultures differ is masculinity/femininity. In his
comparative research on over 50 countries, the United States scores high
on masculinity, which means that the predominant culture is characterized
by relatively high differentiation of gender roles and male dominance in a
significant portion of society, including the power structure. Masculine traits
such as assertiveness, competitiveness, and material success are valued
more highly in this type of culture. The Netherlands scores low on masculin-
ity as do Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. These more feminine cultures
tend to be more egalitarian, with less differentiation in gender roles; both
men and women are concerned equally with relationships and quality of
life and less with power and personal achievement, in Hofstede’s view.

Hypotheses

If Hofstede’s (2001) typology of cultures is accurate, we would expect to
find fewer differences between Dutch men and women in the ways in which
they regulate their social relationships than are found among men and
women in the United States. We would expect specifically to find that men
and women derive similar benefits from marriage, as well as other close
relationships outside of marriage. This leads to the following hypotheses:

• H1: There will be no differences between married men and women in the
size and composition of the social network, in the provision of support and
companionship to and from the marital partner, and in the availability of
support and companionship in other close relationships within a represen-
tative sample of older adults from The Netherlands;

• H2: Due to similarities between men and women in their involvement in
social relationships, men will be as likely as women to report negative
experiences in personal relationships;

• H3: There will be no difference between married men and women in the
level of loneliness experienced in late adulthood;

• H4: The quality of marriage will have an association with men’s loneliness
that is similar to that of marital quality and women’s loneliness;

• H5: Social provisions from persons other than the partner will be associ-
ated with lower levels of loneliness for both men and women.

Stevens & Westerhof: Social provisions and loneliness 925
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Method

Sample
A sample of 983 adults, aged 40–85 years old who were living independently,
participated in the Dutch Aging Survey (Steverink, Westerhof, Bode, &
Dittmann-Kohli, 2001). The study involved a random stratified sample of
persons drawn from cities, towns, and rural communities in The Netherlands.
The sample was stratified by sex and by age group (age 40–54, 55–69, and
70–85). The overall response rate was 48% in the two younger groups and 37%
in the oldest group. According to contact protocols that were completed by the
interviewers, older adults who refused to participate reported that they did so
primarily because of illness or disability. Thus the final sample likely contains
an overrepresentation of healthy people between age 70 and 85. The present
study concerns the 723 of the 983 respondents who were married or cohabiting
(409 men and 314 women). The average age of this group was 59.1. The means
for background variables are reported for men and women in Table 1.

The men in this study were more highly educated than were the women;
however, there was no significant difference in level of household income.
Women reported more restrictions due to health problems than men did. There
were clear differences in the work status of men and women. Most of the men
were involved in paid work (44%) or were retired (45%), whereas the largest
group of women identified themselves as housewives (58%). Only 28% of the
women were involved in paid work, and 9% were retired, reflecting the lower
participation of Dutch women in the labor market until recently.

Procedure
The study is a partial replication of the German Aging Survey, which covered
a broad range of topics including demographic characteristics, occupational
history, leisure activities, social relationships, personal meaning and wellbeing
(Dittmann-Kohli, Bode, & Westerhof, 2001; Kohli & Künemund, 2000). Face-to-
face interviews were conducted in respondents’ homes; during the interviews,
respondents were asked to fill in several questionnaires. In the survey, atten-
tion was focused on the core network of respondents, which includes the most
stable, most important relationships in a social network; it is comparable to the

926 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 23(6)

TABLE 1
Means and Standard Deviations for background variables of men and women

and t-values for sex differences

Men Women

M SD M SD t df p

Age 59.93 11.54 57.78 11.51 –2.57 721 < .050
Education 11.79 3.18 10.73 2.84 –4.65 721 < .001
Income 8.46 2.28 8.34 2.37 –0.68 674 n.s.
Health restrictions 1.44 0.70 1.65 0.75 –3.73 721 < .001

Note. Measures used: Education: years completed (1–17), based on rescoring highest diploma;
Income level: 1 = < 1251 guilders per month to 11 = > 5000 guilders per month; Health
restrictions: 1 = none, 2 = slight, 3 = considerable.
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inner circle of a personal convoy (Antonucci, 1990). Specifically, respondents
were asked to name up to eight people who were important to them and with
whom they had regular contact. They were then asked to identify the type of
relationship they had with that person. Seventeen categories were offered for
identification of type of relationship initially; however, broader categories were
used for analysis. These included partner, children, friends, other family, and
other nonkin. Neighbors, colleagues, professional helpers, and others were
combined in the category ‘other nonkin.’

Social support measures were designed to assess the availability and provision
of two kinds of support: Emotional support and instrumental support. The three
questions used to measure sources of emotional support were as follows: ‘If you
have to make important decisions, is there someone whom you can go to for
advice?’; ‘Is there someone you can go to when you feel a need to be comforted
or cheered up, for example when you are sad?’; ‘Is there anyone who often
shows that he or she loves you?’ For the provision of emotional support by the
respondent, two questions were asked: ‘Is there anyone who asks you for advice
when he or she has to make personal decisions?’ and ‘Is there anyone who
comes to you to be comforted or cheered up, for example when he or she is
sad?’ Questions designed to measure instrumental support focused on the
provision of tangible assistance by persons outside of the respondent’s house-
hold. These questions were as follows: ‘Is there anyone from outside your home
who helps you with housekeeping tasks, such as cleaning the house, making
small repairs or doing the grocery shopping?’; ‘Is there anyone from outside
your home whom you can ask for help with personal care, for example, if you
are no longer able to care for yourself?’ For the provision of instrumental
support, the questions were: ‘Does anyone outside your household ask you for
help with housekeeping tasks, like cleaning, repair work or grocery shopping?’
and ‘Does anyone outside your household ever ask for help with personal care,
for example, when they cannot care for themselves?’

After each question about emotional and instrumental support, respondents
were asked to categorize the relationships of those who were available to fulfill
the relational function mentioned. They were not restricted to naming those
identified in the core network, however. Possible categories included partner,
children or grandchildren, other family, friends, neighbors, professional help, or
others. The last three categories were combined into ‘other nonkin.’ The number
of times a particular category was mentioned for each type of support was
counted and used as the support score for that category.

Due to the small number of questions, inter-item correlations were used to
estimate reliability; the optimal range is .20 to .40 (Briggs & Cheek, 1986).
Inter-item correlations were between .19 and .40 for availability of emotional
support from the partner, children, other family, and friends on the three items
used. For provision of emotional support to others, inter-item correlations on
the two items were: .40 for the partner, .37 for children, .44 for family, and .45
for friends. Both measures were not reliable for other nonkin with inter-item
correlations clearly outside of the optimal range. For availability of instrumen-
tal support from others, inter-item correlations for different types of relation-
ships were as follows: Children (.34), family (.32), other nonkin (.30), and
friends (.11). For provision of instrumental support to others, the questions are
reliable as indicated by inter-item correlations for family (.31), friends (.42), and
other nonkin (.23); they were too low for children (.15). Categories were not
included in the analysis when inter-item correlations were less than .19.

Stevens & Westerhof: Social provisions and loneliness 927
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Companionship refers to pleasurable interactions that are engaged in for
their own sake (i.e., through shared leisure activity and recreation; Rook, 1987).
In the survey, respondents were asked whether or not they engaged in various
leisure activities, whether they had companions for each activity, and who these
companions were. The measure of companionship was the number of activities
with the partner, friends, relatives, and other nonkin drawn from a selection of
the most regular activities. The seven items included walking, other exercise,
attending the theater or concerts, shopping, going on day trips, artistic activi-
ties, and playing games. Reliability for companionship with the partner was
satisfactory: Cronbach’s alpha was .70. Though it was lower for friends and
family (.65), it was considered sufficient to include these categories in the
analysis. Other nonkin were dropped from the analysis due to their infrequent
mention as companions and subsequent low reliability.

To measure the negative side of social interaction, items were selected from
the Relationship Support Inventory, developed for families of adolescents
(Scholte, van Lieshout, & van Aken, 2001). The selected items referred to being
criticized (two items), experiencing conflict, dishonesty, betrayal, and having
others make decisions for oneself. Respondents were asked if they had been
involved in a specific type of negative interaction, and if so, with whom. The
reported relationships were classified according to the same categories
described for support. There was satisfactory reliability on the six items for
negative interactions with family (� = .66) and with other nonkin (� = .70). The
measure was not reliable for the partner, friends, or children, however. A
shorter version that included four items on general criticism, lying, betrayal, and
conflict was used to measure negative interaction with the partner; inter-item
correlations were between .20 and .40 on this measure, thus it was considered
to be sufficiently reliable. For children and friends, the shorter version was not
reliable so these relationships were not included in the analysis.

Correlations were computed between various measures of social provisions,
including negative social contact. Most correlations were below .30. Higher
correlations concern the availability of a type of relationship in the core network
and a particular support provision by that type of relationship (e.g., for number
of friends in the core network and emotional support from friend, r = .41);
however, these correlations were all below .50. None of the correlations between
the measures was high enough to indicate a problem with multicollinearity. A
full correlation matrix is available from the authors upon request.

Loneliness was measured with a Dutch loneliness scale (see Appendix 1) that
includes five positive items and six negative items (De Jong Gierveld &
Kamphuis, 1985). Responses were scored on a 5-point scale and then
dichotomized, according to the procedure recommended by the authors of the
scale. Scores ranged from 0 (not lonely) to 11 (extreme loneliness). By compar-
ing scores on the scale to a direct question indicating the level of loneliness,
De Jong Gierveld and Van Tilburg (1999) identified a cutting score of 3 that
distinguishes lonely from not lonely, whereas a score of 9 distinguishes the very
lonely from others. According to these authors, the reliability of the loneliness
scale varies between .80 and .90, using Cronbach’s alpha. In the current study,
Cronbach’s alpha for the loneliness scale was .88.

Control variables included in the analyses were age, education (years
completed), income level, and health. The respondents were asked to identify
their net monthly income, given a set of 11 income ranges. The health variable
is a self-reported measure of limitations experienced due to health problems.
These limitations are scored as: (1) No limitations due to health, (2) slight

928 Journal of Social and Personal Relationships 23(6)
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limitation, and (3) considerable limitation due to health problems. This measure
was selected because it had proven to be the most valid health measure of
several used in the German Aging Survey (Kohli & Künemund, 2000).

Data analysis and results

The first three hypotheses were addressed using descriptive statistics; t-tests for
independent samples were used to determine whether or not sex differences in
social relationships and loneliness were significant. Because of the large number
of comparisons, Bonferroni’s method of determining the confidence interval for
t-tests was applied (Bland & Altman, 1995). In a regression analysis for the
whole sample the controls described later were also entered.

Two-step ordinary least squares regression analyses were carried out for men
and women separately to assess the predictive contribution of partner and
other relational variables to loneliness (Hypotheses 4 and 5). In the first step,
the partner variables were included together with age, income, educational
level, and health as controls. In the second step, information on the composi-
tion of core networks, companionship, support, and negative relational experi-
ences with persons other than the partner were added to answer the fifth
research question. Only those variables that contributed significantly (p < .05)
in the regression solution for either men or women were included in the last
model. The significance of the difference between the regression coefficients for
men and women was computed by means of F-tests.

Hypothesis 1
The first hypothesis predicted similarities between men and women in the size
and composition of the core network of personal relationships, availability of
support and companionship in the marital relationship, and the availability of
support and companionship in other close relationships, based on self report.
The results that are relevant to this hypothesis are presented in Table 2. These
results reveal that the size and composition of the core network was similar for
men and women in this sample. Children were named most frequently, followed
by other family members (e.g., siblings, in-laws). Both men and women tended
to name at least one friend in their core network as well as naming their
partner. Other nonkin were named infrequently. None of the t-tests assessing
differences in men’s and women’s reports were significant (see Table 2). For
both men and women, the partner was named most frequently as the provider
of emotional support, in the form of love and affection, comfort in the face of
distress, and advice concerning problems. There was no difference in avail-
ability of emotional support from the partner, t(721) = 0.18, p > .001 or in the
provision of emotional support to the partner, t(721) = 2.75, p > .001.

When we examined emotional support exchange with other close relation-
ships, differences between men and women did emerge. Although men named
children, other family, and friends as sources of emotional support, women
named them more often for this provision, t(721) = –6.22, p < .001 for children,
t(721) = –4.53, p < .001 for other family, and t(721) = –3.71, p < .001 for friends.
Therefore it is not surprising that women reported having more providers of
emotional support than men did, t(721) = –6.07, p < .001. Women also reported
receiving more requests for emotional support from children and friends,
t(721)= –3.41, p < .001 and t(721) = –4.30, p < .001. Men were as likely as women

Stevens & Westerhof: Social provisions and loneliness 929
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TABLE 2
Mean scores for core network composition, sources of emotional and

instrumental support, companionship and negative relational experiences 
(n male = 409; n female = 314)

t-value

Men Women df = 721 p ��2

Core network
Partner 0.89 0.86 –1.11 0.04
Children 2.33 2.36 –0.28 0.01
Other family 1.78 2.01 –2.01 0.07
Friends 1.17 1.34 –1.56 0.06
Other non-kin 0.42 0.32 –1.80 0.07
Total 6.58 6.89 –2.17 0.08

Source of emotional support
Partner 2.46 2.45 –0.18 0.01
Children 1.02 1.48 –6.22 * 0.23
Other family 0.65 0.97 –4.53 * 0.17
Friends 0.71 0.99 –3.71 * 0.14
Total 4.84 5.88 –6.07 * 0.22

Target of emotional support
Partner 1.05 0.88 –2.75 0.10
Children 0.83 1.04 –3.41 * 0.13
Other family 0.61 0.79 –3.00 0.11
Friends 0.66 0.93 –4.30 * 0.16
Total 3.15 3.63 –3.02 0.11

Source of instrumental support
Children 0.50 0.52 –0.44 0.02
Other family 0.49 0.45 –0.76 0.00
Other non-kin 0.71 0.76 –0.78 0.03
Total 1.69 1.73 –0.36 0.01

Target of instrumental support
Other family 0.40 0.43 –0.63 0.02
Friends 0.33 0.25 –2.00 0.07
Total 0.73 0.68 –0.73 0.03

Companions for leisure activities
Partner 3.14 2.70 –3.78 * 0.14
Family 0.89 1.46 –6.05 * 0.22
Friends 0.83 1.29 –4.56 * 0.17
Total 4.86 5.46 –2.81 0.10

Negative experiences
Partner 0.04 0.06 –0.86 0.03
Other family 0.29 0.57 –4.26 * 0.16
Other non-kin 0.38 0.16 –4.23 * 0.16
Total 0.71 0.79 –0.80 0.03

*p < .05 (including Bonferroni correction p[.05] = .05/31 = .00161).
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to report that other family members requested emotional support from them.
There was no difference between men and women in the total number of
persons requesting emotional support.

The reported exchange of instrumental support with persons outside the
household revealed no significant differences between men and women. Men
were as likely as women to receive and provide instrumental support to a
variety of persons. For companionship in leisure activities, however, there were
differences between married men and women. Women reported more leisure
activities with other family (including children), t(721) = –6.05, p < .001, and
with friends, t(721) = –4.56, p < .001, than was the case for men. Though both
men and women named the partner most frequently as a companion in leisure
activities, men named more activities shared with the partner than was the case
for women, t(721) = 3.78, p < .001.

Overall, there is partial support for the first hypothesis that predicted simi-
larity between Dutch men and women in the size and composition of the core
network and the social provisions exchanged within the partner relationship.
They are also similar in reported exchange of instrumental support. Women
reported, however, that they are more intensely involved in exchange of
emotional support and in companionship with children, family, and friends.

Hypothesis 2
The second hypothesis predicted similarities between men and women in the
likelihood of reporting negative experiences in relationships. Both similarities
and differences emerged in the analysis of negative interactions, however
(Table 2). First, there were similarities between men and women regarding their
infrequent reports of negative interactions with the partner, when assessed with
questions on conflicts, criticism, lying, and betrayal. Women reported negative
interactions with family members more often than men did, however, t(721) =
–4.26, p < .001. Men, on the other hand, reported negative interactions with
nonkin such as colleagues and neighbors, t(721) = 4.23, p < .001. There was no
difference in the total number of negative experiences in relationships that
were reported by men and women. Thus, the second hypothesis on similarity in
the likelihood of reporting negative experiences is supported, though the
sources of negative interactions differ for men and women.

Hypothesis 3
The third hypothesis predicted that there would be no difference in reported
loneliness between married men and women. There was a sizeable group of
married (and cohabiting) persons who scored as lonely in this sample: 34%.
The majority, however, did not report that they were lonely according to the
loneliness scale, with average scores of 2.4 (SD = 2.4) for men and 2.2 (SD =
2.8) for women. The difference between men and women was not significant,
t(712) = 0.92, p = 0.36. When controlling for the observed sex differences in
background variables and social provisions, there is no difference in loneliness
(Table 4, first column). Thus, the results confirm the second hypothesis on simi-
larity in levels of loneliness between men and women.

Hypothesis 4
The fourth hypothesis predicted similarity in the association between quality
of the partner relationship and loneliness for men and women. The reported
availability of emotional support and companionship from the partner, the
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provision of emotional support to the partner, and negative experiences in the
relationship with the partner were the indicators for quality of the partner
relationship. As noted, several control variables were entered into the equation
to control for differences in age, educational level, income, and health restric-
tions (see Table 3).

For both men and women, the emotional support provided by the partner
and negative experiences with the partner were related to loneliness. Perceived
availability of emotional support from the partner is related to lower levels of
loneliness, whereas negative interactions contribute to loneliness. For women,
the partner’s companionship was also inversely related to loneliness, thus those
women sharing in more leisure activities with the partner reported being less
lonely. The only significant difference between men and women was on the role
of companionship with the partner, as indicated in the last column of Table 3,
such that companionship with the partner has a greater association with lone-
liness for women than for men. Providing emotional support to the partner was
not related to loneliness for men or women in this study.

Review of the control variables indicates that age and education were not
related to loneliness for men and women; health restrictions influenced loneli-
ness for both groups, while income was inversely related to loneliness for
women. The difference in the variance explained is striking: 21% of the variance
in women’s loneliness was explained by the indicators of marital quality,
compared to 8% of the variance in men’s loneliness. The hypothesis is
supported in that 3 out of 4 regression coefficients for qualities of the partner
relationship do not differ for men and women. Companionship in leisure activi-
ties did differ in its apparent impact on loneliness; women are more vulnerable
to loneliness when they report lower levels of companionship with the partner.

Hypothesis 5
The final hypothesis was that social provisions from people other than the
partner will be associated with loneliness for married men and women. Stan-
dardized regression coefficients for various types of relationships and their
provisions on loneliness are presented in Table 4 for men and women separately.
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TABLE 3
Standardized regression coefficients for control variables and partner variables

on loneliness for men and women (n male = 388; n female = 283)

Men Women

Beta p Beta p F(1,650) p

Age –0.06 –0.02 0.85
Education –0.01 –0.08 1.31
Income –0.03 –0.13 * 1.25
Health restrictions –0.13 * –0.17 ** 0.49
Emotional support from partner –0.18 ** –0.21 *** 0.22
Emotional support to partner –0.07 –0.03 1.34
Companionship partner –0.05 –0.23 *** 5.03 *
Negative experiences partner –0.11 * –0.21 *** 0.23
R2(adjusted) –0.08 –0.21

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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The table has been pared down to include provisions of relationships for which
the p-value is .05 or less in at least one analysis. The last column indicates which
regression coefficients differ significantly for men and women. As in the
previous analysis, companionship with the partner demonstrates a significant
sex difference in its relationship with loneliness; the association of companion-
ship with the partner on loneliness is greater for women than for men. The
effects of other social provisions on loneliness did not differ significantly for
men and women.

An immediate conclusion when examining Table 4 is that perceived avail-
ability of support to and from various other relationships besides the partner
contributed significantly to loneliness for married men and women, in slightly
varying patterns of significance. For men, being engaged in the provision of
emotional support to children was inversely related to loneliness, along with
having more family members in the core network. Providing instrumental
support to friends and companionship with friends were also inversely related
to loneliness as was the number of friends in the core network. The importance
of friends in the core network was comparable to the effect of emotional
support by the partner. That is, both types of relationships demonstrate a highly
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TABLE 4
Standardized regression coefficients for control variables, partner variables,
and other relationship variables for men and women on loneliness (N = 671)

Total p Men p Women F(1,630) p

Sex –0.03
Age –0.06 –0.06 –0.03 0.09
Education –0.10 –0.03 –0.15 ** 2.67
Income –0.08 * –0.04 –0.12 * 0.96
Health restrictions –0.15 *** –0.12 * –0.19 *** 0.89
Emotional support  –0.17 *** –0.17 *** –0.19 *** 0.08

from partner
Companionship partner –0.06 –0.03 –0.15 ** 5.39 *
Negative experiences –0.15 *** –0.11 * –0.19 *** 0.02 

partner
Emotional support to –0.07 * –0.13 ** –0.01 3.25

children 
# children in core –0.13 ** –0.10 –0.22 ** 2.12

network 
Emotional support –0.07 –0.00 –0.13 * 2.32 

from family 
# family in core network –0.09 * –0.12 * –0.07 0.10
Emotional support –0.12 ** –0.07 –0.15 * 0.72

from friends 
Instrumental support to –0.05 * –0.10 * –0.02 2.31

friends 
Companionship friends –0.06 –0.11 * –0.02 1.57
# friends in core network –0.16 *** –0.18 *** –0.18 ** 0.13
Negative exchanges –0.13 *** –0.19 *** –0.01 3.21

other nonkin 
R 2(adjusted) –0.22 –0.18 –0.27

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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significant inverse relationship with loneliness which suggests that they are
most important for the alleviation of loneliness. Finally, reporting negative
experiences with nonkin, such as colleagues, contributed to men’s loneliness;
the association is also highly significant. The total variance explained is 18%;
an additional 10% in the variance of loneliness for married men is explained
by adding other relationships and their provisions to the equation.

For women, reporting more children and more friends in the core network
were both inversely related to loneliness; the effects are relatively strong and
comparable to the effects of marital quality. The availability of emotional
support from the friends and from family was also inversely related to loneli-
ness. The expanded equation accounts for an additional 6% of the variance in
married women’s loneliness. These results generally support the fifth hypothe-
sis: That social provision from close relationships other than the partner
relationship contributes to alleviation or exacerbation of loneliness for both
men and women.

Discussion

The main goal of this article was to test whether the perceived availability
of social relationships and social provisions within and outside of marriage
in a representative Dutch sample of older adults would differ from findings
from North American studies. We predicted that there would be more simi-
larity between men and women in social provisions available within the
partner relationship and in close relationships outside of marriage in the
more feminine culture of The Netherlands than is reported in research on
late adulthood in the United States, a culture that is characterized by a
more masculine style (Hofstede, 2001). We also predicted similarities in
levels of loneliness and significant contributions of both the partner
relationship and other relationships to the alleviation of loneliness for men
and women.

The results revealed that, unlike previous studies based largely in the US,
Dutch men and women reported being equally involved in marriage in
terms of exchange of emotional support. There was also a similarity in the
low incidence of negative experiences in the partner relationship as reported
by men and women. Though the partner was the primary companion in
leisure activities for both men and women, men reported more companion-
ship with their partners than did women. The core networks that consisted
of those relationships that were considered most important were equal in
size and composition for men and women. Women reported more intense
involvement with children, other family, and friends in terms of exchange
of emotional support and companionship in leisure activities, however.

Nevertheless, there were no differences in the loneliness levels of these
Dutch men and women. The quality of the partner relationship was more
strongly related to loneliness in women, however, with high levels of
companionship predicting lower levels of loneliness in women. The avail-
ability of emotional support from the partner had a similar effect on lone-
liness for men and women, as did negative interactions with the partner.
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Finally, social provisions from relationships outside the partner relationship
were not differentially related to loneliness for men and women. Thus, we
conclude that there are more similarities than differences in the relation-
ships and relational provisions of married men and women in this Dutch
sample, suggesting that culture plays a role in determining the relationship
between marriage and wellbeing.

Some of our results are supported by findings from the Longitudinal
Aging Study of Amsterdam (LASA), which involves a representative
sample of about 4000 persons, aged 55 to 85. In the LASA, the personal
networks derived from a role-delineation method were similar in size for
men and women in general (van Tilburg, 1995) and, specifically, for married
men and women (De Jong Gierveld & Dykstra, 1998). Recent analysis of
longitudinal data from the LASA found, as in our study, no differences
between men and women in the availability of emotional support from the
partner (Korporaal, Broese van Groenou, & van Tilburg, 2005). When the
flow of support to others than the partner was analyzed, women reported
that they provided more emotional support to others (van Tilburg, Broese
van Groenau, & Thomese, 1995), as we found. The authors emphasize that
‘the differences are consistent but not very sizeable. In other words there
are also many men who are highly involved in emotional exchanges’
(p. 148). Finally, there are also no significant differences in loneliness
between married men and women in the LASA study; the same result
occurred for men and women living in consensual unions (De Jong
Gierveld & Dykstra, 1998). The similarity between findings from the LASA
study and from the Dutch Aging Survey not only supports the validity of
our findings, but it also provides support for the argument that The Nether-
lands is a more feminine culture with less differentiation in the ways in
which men and women organize their social relationships than is found
within a more masculine culture.

The differences between our findings and those reported in studies from
the United States concern the larger size of women’s networks in late
adulthood in American studies (e.g., Antonucci, 1990; Antonucci &
Akiyama, 1987), the imbalance in receiving support from the partner in
favor of married men in the United States (e.g., Antonucci, 1990; Depner
& Ingersoll-Dayton, 1985; Gurung et al., 2003; Walen & Lachman, 2000),
and a relative lack of influence of support from the wife or any other
measures of marital quality on married men’s wellbeing in North
American studies (e.g., Acitelli & Antonucci, 1994; Gove et al., 1983;
Quirouette & Gold, 1992). Further, according to many studies that have
been conducted in the United States, married women are lonelier than
married men in late adulthood (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001). These system-
atic differences between men and women in the United States can be
interpreted as empirical support for Hofstede’s (2001) description of the
dominant culture within the United States as a masculine culture, which is
characterized by a relatively high differentiation between gender roles, at
least among older generations. The finding that marriage benefits men
more than women, whereas marital quality has more influence on women’s

Stevens & Westerhof: Social provisions and loneliness 935

 at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on March 30, 2011spr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spr.sagepub.com/


wellbeing, also supports the contention of a power structure that favors
men.

Nevertheless, there are also similarities between our findings and those
often reported from studies in the United States. Dutch women in late
adulthood, like North American women, reportedly exchange more
emotional support and share companionship more often with children and
friends than men report sharing; they also report more negative experi-
ences in relationships with family than is the case for Dutch men. Women’s
role as ‘kinkeepers’ and their more intense emotional involvement in
friendship appears to be similar in both cultures, with the mixed blessings
that the role of kinkeeper entails (Antonucci, 2001; Gallagher & Gerstel,
1993).

Finally, in our study the quality of the partner relationship appears more
important in preventing loneliness among women than among men, a
finding that is consistent with conclusions from North American studies
that indicate that marital quality affects women more than it does men
(Acitelli & Antonucci, 1994; Gove et al., 1983; Quirouette & Gold, 1992).
Cutrona (1996) has offered several explanations for this finding. She
proposes that men’s relational skills are more varied than are women’s, thus
there is more variation in the levels of support that they provide their
partners. As women are generally better sources of support, there may be
a kind of ‘ceiling effect’ of their support on their husband’s wellbeing. The
problem with this explanation, however, is that perceived availability of
emotional support by the partner was associated with men’s wellbeing in
our study.

Another possibility is that women have higher standards by which they
judge the quality of the marital relationship due to their experience in other
close relationships, for example with friends (Cutrona, 1996). Having higher
standards would make women more likely to be disappointed in the marital
relationship. This may apply to companionship with the partner, as this is
the one provision which differentially affects men and women’s loneliness
in our study. Cutrona (1996) also proposes that women are more emotion-
ally invested in relationships than are men, including their investment in
their marriages. Rossi (1993) has likewise described women’s greater
awareness of their interdependence with others throughout the life cycle,
which she relates to their socialization for and experience with childbear-
ing as well as with being helped or helping others deal with adversity.
Women may therefore be more aware of their interdependence with their
partner, monitoring their interactions more closely and being more strongly
affected by them, as Cutrona’s (1996) own research has demonstrated.

The more ‘feminine’ orientation of Dutch men is apparent in findings on
the equal importance of emotional support from the partner, on the import-
ance of having friends in the core network and companionship with them,
as well as the positive effect of supportive engagement with children for
prevention of loneliness. There is also similarity between men and women
in the association of negative interactions with the partner on loneliness. In
late adulthood, Dutch men appear to be more androgynous, that is, more
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similar to women, than are men in the United States. In another article, we
compared married men and women in The Netherlands and Germany,
which like the United States has a more masculine culture (Hofstede, 2001).
In that study, we were able to identify a kind of continuum of social inte-
gration versus privatization in marriage, with Dutch women at one end due
to their high degree of involvement in a variety of relationships and
German men at the other end given their primary focus on the partner, and
to a lesser degree their children, for social provisions. Dutch men were
located in the middle of this continuum (Stevens & Westerhof, 2006).

Shortcomings

It is important to note that the Dutch Aging Survey includes married
persons as individuals not couples; therefore no direct comparison of men
and women in the same partner relationship was possible, a strategy that is
highly recommended for this type of research (Acitelli, 1996). Another
point is that we were not able to draw direct comparisons between
countries since we did not have access to data using the same instruments
from the United States, as we had in the comparison with Germany
(Stevens & Westerhof, 2006).

The measures involved in this study are typical of those used in large
surveys (Acitelli & Antonucci, 1994; Gurung et al., 2003). Respondents
were asked to identify providers and receivers of specific kinds of support,
as well as companions in leisure activities, after earlier identifying members
of the core network. Such questions may be influenced by social desirabil-
ity. Our measures are inventories of support providers and receivers,
companions and sources of negative interactions in which no restrictions
were placed on who was named. According to Kendig, Koyano,Tatsuto, and
Takatoshi (1999) ‘asking “who” provides different kinds of support limits
the extent to which respondents are cued to provide socially desirable
responses and encourages responses based on individual perceptions’
(p. 201). One result of using open-ended measures, however, is that they
are not reliable for all the categories of relationships that are identified, for
example, when a category is mentioned infrequently. Several categories had
to be dropped from our analysis as a result. Unfortunately, the questions
on instrumental support referred to persons outside the household, so we
were not able to compare provision of instrumental support to and from
partners for men and women. The measures for instrumental support were
unreliable for children, some of whom lived at home and some of whom no
longer lived at home due to the age range of our sample.

Finally, the measure that we used for negative experiences was made up
of items from the Relationship Support Inventory (Scholte et al., 2001); on
the original scale negative items are used in combination with positive
items to measure specific dimensions of support for specific categories of
relationships using 5-point Likert-type scales. The list of six negative items
only with open-ended answers was not reliable for children, friends and the
partner. A shorter version using four items was reliable for partners,
however, whereas the six-item scale was reliable for nonkin and other
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family. Clearly, the measure for negative experiences in relationships could
be improved. A general problem in this kind of survey research is also the
influence of social desirability on willingness to admit negative experiences
in general and in closer relationships (e.g., with the partner or children)
versus less close relationships.

The dependent variable loneliness was measured with a scale that has
proven to be valid and reliable in The Netherlands (De Jong Gierveld &
Kamphuis, 1985). Pinquart and Sörensen (2001) report that they found no
sex difference in loneliness in a small number of studies using the same
scale and suggest that this result may be an artifact of the scale. However,
post hoc analyses of data on those without partners in our own data from
the Dutch Aging Survey, revealed significant sex differences in loneliness,
with men scoring as lonelier than women, t(204) = 2.34, p < .05. Similar
differences between divorced, widowed, and never-married men and
women have also been reported based on data from the LASA study (De
Jong Gierveld & Dykstra, 1998). We conclude, therefore, that the similarity
of loneliness among the married and cohabiting men and women is not an
artifact of the scale, but a valid finding that differs from results of many
North American studies (Pinquart & Sörensen, 2001).

Conclusion

Our findings generally support the predictions that there would be greater
similarity between married men and women in late adulthood in The
Netherlands, both in sources of social provisions and their impact on lone-
liness, than is generally found in research on late adulthood in the United
States. As Stack and Eshleman (1998) have pointed out, ‘research based
disproportionately on one nation is in need of replication. Further work is
needed to see if the findings will replicate in nations with different insti-
tutional and cultural frameworks’ (p. 527). Whereas the results in this article
are provocative, more direct cross-cultural comparisons are necessary to
determine which findings are more universal and which are culture specific
when gender differences in social relationships, their provisions, and their
influence on wellbeing in different phases of the life cycle are studied.
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APPENDIX 1
Loneliness Scale items

1. There is always someone I can talk to about day-to-day problems;
2. I miss having a really close friend;
3. I experience a general sense of emptiness;
4. There are plenty of people I can lean on when I have problems;
5. I miss the pleasure of the company of others;
6. I find my circle of friends and acquaintances too limited;
7. There are many people I can trust completely;
8. There are enough people I feel close to;
9. I miss having people around;

10. I often feel rejected;
11. I can call on my friends whenever I need them.

Source. De Jong Gierveld and Kamphuis (1985).
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