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We examined social network typologies among
African American adults and their sociodemo-
graphic correlates. Network types were derived
from indicators of the family and church net-
works. Latent class analysis was based on a
nationally representative sample of African
Americans from the National Survey of Ameri-
can Life. Results indicated four distinct network
types: ambivalent, optimal, family centered, and
strained. These four types were distinguished
by (a) degree of social integration, (b) network
composition, and (c) level of negative inter-
actions. In a departure from previous work, a
network type composed solely of nonkin was
not identified, which may reflect racial differ-
ences in social network typologies. Further, the
analysis indicated that network types varied
by sociodemographic characteristics. Social
network typologies have several promising
practice implications, as they can inform the
development of prevention and intervention
programs.

Extended family and church-based social net-
works are important resources for African
Americans (Krause & Bastida, 2011; Taylor,
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Chatters, & Levin, 2004) because they provide
social support to their members in the form
of instrumental, emotional, social, and psy-
chological assistance and resources. Among
African Americans, social networks provide
informal support to address personal issues such
as physical and mental health problems (Cohen,
Brittney, & Gottlieb, 2000; Taylor, Chae, Lin-
coln, & Chatters, 2015) and daily life stressors
(Benin & Keith, 1995). Moreover, social support
is linked to higher levels of overall well-being
(Nguyen, Chatters, Taylor, & Mouzon, 2016;
Smith, Cichy, & Montoro-Rodriguez, 2015)
and lower rates of serious psychological dis-
tress (Gonzalez & Barnett, 2014; Taylor et al.,
2015). Studies of church-based social support
similarly indicate that informal social support
exchanges involving congregants are extensive
(Taylor etal., 2004) and protective against
mental and physical illnesses (Chatters, Taylor,
Woodward, & Nicklett, 2015; Krause & Bastida,
2011).

Research on family and church-based social
support typically uses a variable-centered appro-
ach, which implies that the population is homo-
geneous and that correlates of social support
operate similarly for all groups. In contrast,
a person-centered approach to social support
assumes that the population is heterogeneous
and seeks to identify meaningful subgroups or
typologies of social support. The advantages of
the person-centered approach to social networks
include the ability to account for the complex-
ity of social networks (e.g., interactional and
functional aspects) and to identify and confirm
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patterns of network characteristic profiles or
types.

Using latent class analysis (a technique for
person-centered analysis), we investigated the
prevalence and correlates of distinct social
network typologies among African American
adults. These network types were derived from
family and congregational network charac-
teristics within a national sample of African
American adults. Social network types are
defined by constellations of social relationship
and network characteristics. Research indicates
that constellations of these characteristics (e.g.,
frequency of contact, social support, network
size) that define specific social network types
are predictors of mental illness (Levine, Taylor,
Nguyen, Chatters, & Himle, 2015; Nguyen,
Chatters, Taylor, Levine, & Himle, 2016) and
thus represent risk profiles for mental illness.
Information on groups that are likely to be in
the most vulnerable risk profiles or network
types (e.g., older, low-income men) will aid
in the development of preventive interventions
for these populations. Our literature review
begins with a discussion of the family solidarity
model, which is the theoretical framework for
the present analysis. This is followed by a
review of scholarship on African Americans’
social networks and research on social network

types.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Family Solidarity Model

The family solidarity model is a multidimen-
sional model that assesses familial relations
and family cohesion (Bengtson & Roberts,
1991). This model is particularly informative
as a guiding theoretical framework for the
present study, as it specifically conceptualizes
the distinct facets of family social ties. Rela-
tionships between family members are assessed
on the basis of six dimensions of behaviors,
sentiments, and attitudes. A subset of these
six solidarity dimensions—association, affect,
and function—are the focus of this study. The
association dimension relates to interactions
between family members; the affect dimen-
sion assesses intimacy, or subjective closeness,
between family members; and the function
dimension examines exchanges of social sup-
port between family members. The model
also accounts for negative interactions with
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family members. An elaboration of the family
solidarity model, called the solidarity-conflict
model (Bengtson, Giarrusso, Mabry, & Silver-
stein, 2002), acknowledges that conflict and
negative interactions are normative aspects
of familial relations and simultaneously exist
with positive sentiments and behaviors. In
the solidarity-conflict model, relationships
high in both solidarity and negative interac-
tion are regarded as ambivalent relationships
(Bengtson et al., 2002; Connidis & McMullin,
2002).

The family solidarity model has also been
applied to nonkin groups, such as church
members (Taylor, Lincoln, & Chatters, 2005).
The family-like qualities of African American
congregational networks and the concept of
belonging to a “church family” underscores the
operation of solidarity dimensions in African
American congregational networks (Krause,
2002; Taylor etal., 2005). Thus, the family
solidarity model is also well suited to serve as
a framework for exploring supportive relation-
ships with congregants. For the purposes of this
study, the term church and congregation are
respectively used to broadly denote Christian
and non-Christian places of worship, as well
as the individuals who attend these places of
worship.

African American Extended Family

Extended family members constitute an impor-
tant source of support for African Americans
(Lincoln, Taylor, & Chatters, 2012). African
Americans generally rely more heavily on kin
than nonkin for support (Taylor, Hernandez,
Nicklett, Taylor, & Chatters, 2014) and are
more likely than Whites to both provide and
receive instrumental assistance such as help with
household chores, transportation, and running
errands (Gerstel, 2011). Although some argue
that African Americans’ greater social involve-
ment in the extended family network is more a
function of class, with poorer people more heav-
ily involved in their family networks as a result
of need (Gerstel, 2011), O’Brien (2012) found
that both middle- and upper-income African
Americans were more likely to be involved
in their family networks in terms of provid-
ing financial assistance than were Whites. With
respect to family structure, African Americans
are more likely than Whites to reside in extended
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family households, which are beneficial liv-
ing arrangements because they allow for family
members to pool economic and social resources
and distribute household and caregiving respon-
sibilities (Taylor, Chatters, Tucker, & Lewis,
1990).

Negative interactions, problematic social
exchanges (e.g., conflicts, criticisms, demands)
that are often experienced as unpleasant and
stressful, are universal features of social rela-
tions and are noted for their adverse impact on
health and well-being (Lincoln, 2000; Rook,
1990). Prior research suggests that only a small
percentage of African Americans frequently
experience negative interactions with their
extended family (Lincoln & Chae, 2012). Stud-
ies on the patterns and correlates of negative
interactions can provide a better understand-
ing of how they affect social relationships,
who might be at greater risk for experienc-
ing these events, and the ways that negative
interactions influence health and well-being
outcomes.

African American Congregational Networks

Historically, the African American church
has been an important religious, social, and
civic institution in Black communities (Lincoln
& Mamiya, 1990). Informal social networks
in these religious communities constitute an
important source of support for congregants
(Krause, 2008; Taylor et al., 2004). The most
common types of support received from church
members are socioemotional support, tangi-
ble assistance, and spiritual support (Chatters,
Nguyen, & Taylor, 2014; Krause, Ellison, Shaw,
Marcum, & Boardman, 2001). Spiritual sup-
port, assistance provided to a congregant that is
designed to increase the individual’s religious
commitments, beliefs, and behaviors, is an
important and unique aspect of church-based
support, as it is a primary function of congrega-
tions (Krause et al., 2001). Importantly, spiritual
support can mitigate the negative effects of
spiritual struggles on mental and physical
health (Webb, Charbonneau, McCann, & Gayle,
2011).

Research on African Americans has found
that the majority of people who attend church
regularly receive support from congregants and
that many receive support from both family
and congregants, whereas only a small propor-
tion of people receive support solely from their
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families (Chatters, Taylor, Lincoln, & Schroepfer,
2002; Taylor et al., 2004). This finding under-
scores the important and complementary role
of congregants in African Americans’ informal
support networks. Additionally, adult chil-
dren are integral to the social integration of
older African Americans in the congregational
network by facilitating supportive exchanges
for their parents by connecting their parents
with other congregants. Previous studies have
found that older African Americans who were
parents tended to receive more support from
congregants than their counterparts without
children (Lincoln, Taylor, Watkins, & Chatters,
2011).

African Americans tend to report relatively
low levels of negative interactions with fellow
congregants (Chatters etal., 2015; Ellison,
Zhang, Krause, & Marcum, 2009). Similar
to negative family interaction, the pernicious
effects of negative interactions among congre-
gants on health and well-being are evident. For
example, negative interactions with congregants
are predictive of psychological distress (Ellison
et al., 2009), depressed affect (Krause, Ellison,
& Waulff, 1998), and depressive symptoms
(Chatters et al., 2015).

Social Network Typologies

Although previous studies have explored mul-
tiple social network characteristics individually,
few have examined them jointly as constella-
tions of network characteristics. Understanding
these constellations of network characteris-
tics in a more holistic manner can provide a
fuller understanding of what types of naturally
occurring social networks exist and their preva-
lence. Social network typology is an emerging
area of research that focuses on identifying
constellations of network characteristics, or
network profiles. Overall, research in this area
has identified four main typologies: family
focused, friends focused, diverse, and restricted
(Fiori, Smith, & Antonucci, 2007; Wenger,
1996). Members of the family-focused type are
highly integrated into their family networks
but are less integrated into nonfamily networks
(e.g., friendship and congregational networks).
The friend-focused type is characterized by
higher integration into friendship networks as
opposed to family networks. Persons in the
diverse type are well integrated into both kin
and nonkin networks, reflecting their diverse



704

network composition. Finally, individuals in the
restricted type are socially isolated.

Studies on social network types have made
contributions to the literature by organizing
interrelated data (i.e., network characteristics)
into meaningful groups (i.e., typologies). This
approach investigates how network character-
istics group within individuals rather than how
they combine across individuals, making this
type of analysis person-centered rather than
variable-centered. A person-centered approach
to examining social networks captures the com-
plex and dynamic nature of social networks and
reflects the multidimensionality of social rela-
tions. Despite such contributions, several gaps
in the knowledge pertaining to this area remain.
First, research on social network typologies has
traditionally focused on either non-Hispanic
White Americans or international populations
(e.g., Israelis). Thus, we do not have informa-
tion on social network types specific to racially
diverse populations in the United States. Sec-
ond, most studies on social network types have
focused solely on positive relationship qualities.
However, negative interaction is a ubiquitous
aspect of social relationships.

To address these limitations, in this study we
examined social network types among African
Americans and used both positive and negative
indicators of social network types. Given that
many of the previously published works on
social network types in other racial and ethnic
groups have identified diverse, family-focused,
nonfamily-focused (e.g., friends-focused),
and restricted types, we hypothesized that the
social network types identified in this study,
to some extent, would reflect these previously
established types (Hypothesis 1). Although
sociodemographic correlates have not been
systematically examined in research on social
network typologies, studies on social networks
have identified several sociodemographic corre-
lates of social integration. In line with previous
research, we hypothesized that education (Fiori,
Antonucci, & Akiyama, 2008), household
income (Fiori et al., 2008), number of children
(Litwin & Shiovitz-Ezra, 2011), and being
married (Fiori, Antonucci, & Cortina, 20006),
employed full-time (Gallie, Paugam, & Jacobs,
2003), a parent (Fiori et al., 2006), or a woman
(Fiori et al., 2006) would be positively associ-
ated with belonging to a diverse type (Hypothe-
sis 2a). Conversely, we hypothesized that age is
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negatively associated with belonging to a diverse
type (Fiori et al., 2006; Hypothesis 2b).

METHOD
Sample

The sample for the present analyses was drawn
from the National Survey of American Life:
Coping with Stress in the 21st Century (NSAL).
The data were collected from 2001 to 2003
by the Program for Research on Black Ameri-
cans at the University of Michigan Institute for
Social Research. The African American sample
is a national probability sample of households
located in the 48 coterminous states with at least
one Black adult 18 years or older who did not
identify as having ancestral ties in the Caribbean.
A majority (56%) of the sample were women,
and the overall mean age was 43 years.

Measures

Social Network Typology Indicators. Congre-
gational network items were assessed for all
respondents who indicated that they attended
religious services at least once a year, includ-
ing those who reported no religious affiliation
(11% of the sample). These items were assessed
for religiously unaffiliated respondents because
these individuals indicated that they attended
religious services, which provides opportunities
for social interactions with other congregants.
Frequency of contact with congregants (associa-
tional solidarity) was measured by the question:
“How often do you see, write, or talk on the
telephone with members of your church?” Pos-
sible responses ranged from never (1) to nearly
every day (6). Subjective closeness to congre-
gants (affectual solidarity) was measured by the
question: “How close are you to the people in
your church?” with possible responses ranging
from not close at all (1) to very close (4). Emo-
tional support from congregants (functional sol-
idarity) was measured by the questions: “How
often do the people in your church: (a) make
you feel loved and cared for, (b) listen to you
talk about your private problems and concerns,
AND (c) express interest and concern in your
well-being?” Negative interaction with congre-
gants was assessed by the following three ques-
tions: “How often do the people in your church:
(a) make too many demands on you, (b) criticize
you and the things you do, and (c) try to take
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advantage of you?” The response categories for
the emotional support and negative interaction
questions ranged from never (1) to very often
(4). Frequency of contact, subjective closeness,
emotional support, and negative interaction for
the extended family network were measured by
questions similar to the congregational network
indicators. As required for latent class analysis,
all indicators were dichotomized, with low lev-
els of the specific class indicator coded as 1 and
high levels of the specific class indicator coded
as 2 (McCutcheon, 2012).

Sociodemographic Correlates. Sociodemograp-
hic correlates of social network types included
gender, age, education, marital status, household
income, parental status, number of children aged
13 years or older, and employment status. Gen-
der and parental status were dummy coded. Age,
education, income, and number of children were
scored continuously. The log of income was
used to minimize variance and account for its
skewed distribution. Marital status was coded as
married, partnered (i.e., cohabiting), separated,
divorced, widowed, and never married. Employ-
ment status was coded as employed full-time,
employed part-time, unemployed, retired, home-
maker, student, and disabled or other. Missing
data for income and education were imputed
using an iterative regression-based multiple
imputation approach incorporating information
about age, sex, region, race, employment status,
marital status, home ownership, and nativity of
household residents.

Analysis Strategy

We used latent class analysis (LCA) to identify
social network types; latent classes identified
from this procedure represent social network
types. Latent class multinomial logistic regres-
sion analysis, in which class probabilities are
regressed on sociodemographic variables, was
used to determine correlates of social net-
work types. A three-step LCA approach was
used to avoid the inclusion of the sociodemo-
graphic variables in the class extraction process
(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2013). Because prior
research suggests that parental status and age
interact with each other in their effects on
social support (Chatters et al., 2002; Taylor,
Mouzon, Nguyen, & Chatters, 2016), a Parental
Status X Age interaction term was tested as a
correlate of social network types. All analyses
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used analytic weights and statistical analyses
accounted for the complex multistage clustered
design of the NSAL sample, unequal probabili-
ties of selection, nonresponse, and poststratifica-
tion to calculate weighted, nationally represen-
tative population estimates and standard errors.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the
study variables. The majority of respondents
identified as Christian, and a small number of
respondents identified with a religion other than
Christianity or reported no religious affiliation.
The mean household income and educational
attainment level were consistent with national
means for African Americans. About one-third
of respondents were married, and another third
had never married. More than three-quarters of
respondents were parents, and the majority of
the respondents were employed either full-time
or part-time. Respondents tended to report mod-
erate to high frequency of contact, subjective
closeness, and emotional support with family
and church members. Respondents reported rel-
atively low levels of negative family and church
interaction.

Hypothesis 1: Social Network Types

A series of LCAs indicated that the best-fitting
model is a four-class model. Model fit was deter-
mined by the Akaike information criterion and
sample-size-adjusted Bayesian information cri-
terion. Item response probabilities are depicted
in Figure 1. Four network types were identified
on the basis of indicators for both the church and
extended family networks: optimal, ambivalent,
family-centered, and strained. Members of the
optimal type reported high levels of contact, sub-
jective closeness, and emotional support from
both family and church members and low levels
of negative family and church interactions. The
ambivalent type, the most prevalent type (30.8%
of the sample), was similar to the optimal type
with a few exceptions. Notably, respondents in
this type reported low subjective closeness to
congregants and high levels of negative inter-
action with both family and congregants. The
strained type consisted of respondents who were
low in contact, subjective closeness, and emo-
tional support from family and congregants and
had moderate to high levels of negative family
and church interaction. The least prevalent type
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Sample and Distribution of Study Variables

Characteristic n %

Gender
Male 1,271 44.03
Female 2,299 55.97

Marital status
Married 960 3291
Partnered 260 8.74
Separated 286 7.16
Divorced 524 11.75
Widowed 353 7.89
Never married 1,170 31.55

Parental status
Does not have child 668 21.76
Has child 2,769 78.24

Employment status
Employed full-time 1,795 50.80
Employed part-time 538 16.02
Unemployed 366 10.08
Retired 99 2.57
Homemaker 77 2.73
Student 371 9.84
Disabled/other 314 7.96

Religious affiliation
Baptist 1,865 49.08
Methodist 216 5.88
Episcopalian 17 45
Pentecostal 304 8.62
Catholic 202 5.96
Other Christian 549 17.25
Other religion 71 2.25
Unaffiliated 344 10.51

Social network types
Optimal 811 22.76
Ambivalent 1097 30.78
Family-centered 686 19.26
Strained 970 27.21

Characteristic M SD Range
Age 43.15 16.32 18-93
Education 12.30 2.58 0-17
Household income (annual) 32,037.15 32,687.94 0-520,000
Number of children aged 13+ years 1.61 2.05 0-15
Frequency of contact with family 6.13 1.28 1-7
Subjective closeness to family 3.64 0.65 1-4
Family loves 3.52 0.73 1-4
Family listens 2.79 1.12 1-4
Family interested 3.41 0.84 1-4
Family demands 2.04 1.03 1-4
Family criticizes 1.86 0.95 1-4
Family takes advantage 1.61 0.91 1-4
Frequency of contact with congregants 3.75 1.83 1-6
Subjective closeness to congregants 3.02 0.95 1-4
Congregants love 3.44 0.78 1-4
Congregants listen 2.30 1.18 1-4
Congregants interested 3.13 1.00 1-4
Congregants demand 1.71 0.89 1-4
Congregants criticize 1.44 0.77 1-4
Congregants take advantage 1.29 0.66 1-4

Note. Percentages are weighted and frequencies are unweighted.
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was the family-centered type (19.3% of the sam-
ple), which was characterized by moderate to
high levels of contact, subjective closeness, and
emotional support from family and low levels
of subjective closeness, contact, and emotional
support from congregants. Respondents in this
type also reported low levels of negative family
and church interactions.

Hypothesis 2: Sociodemographic Correlates
of Social Network Types

Results from the latent class multinomial logis-
tic regression analysis are presented in Table 2.
Sociodemographic variables served as the inde-
pendent variables in this analysis, and the four
social network types identified from church and
family network indicators (i.e., optimal, ambiva-
lent, family-centered, strained) served as the
dependent variable, with the optimal type set as
the comparison category. The analysis revealed
that the likelihood of being in the ambivalent
or family-centered type, relative to the optimal
type, increased as income increased across
respondents. This finding essentially means
that respondents with higher income were less
likely than their lower-income counterparts to
be socially integrated into a congregational
network and tended to have more negative
interactions with family members. Relative to
married respondents, widowed respondents had
a greater probability of being in the ambivalent
type, and both never-married and separated
respondents were more likely to be in the
family-centered or strained type. Parents were
more likely to belong to either the ambivalent
or strained type than were nonparents. With
respect to employment status, compared to
those employed full-time, part-time employed
and retired persons had a greater probability
of being in the ambivalent type, unemployed
respondents were more likely to be in either
the ambivalent or the strained type, and home-
makers were less likely to be members of the
strained type and more likely to be members of
the optimal type.

Several statistically significant interactions
between age and parental status emerged. As
illustrated in Figure 2, younger adults with
children had higher probabilities of being in the
ambivalent type than younger adults without
children. This probability decreased with age,
but the decrease was more pronounced for
parents. Thus, among older respondents, those
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without children had a greater likelihood of
being in the ambivalent type than those with
children. A second interaction effect revealed
that among younger adults, parents were more
likely than nonparents to belong to the strained
type (see Figure 3). The probability of being
in the strained type increased with age for
nonparent respondents, but for parents the prob-
ability of being in the strained type increased
minimally with age until it began to decrease
at about 50 years of age. Consequently, among
older respondents the relationship between
parental status and network type reversed; older
parents were less likely to be in the strained type
than were older nonparents.

DiscussioN

Overall, the findings partially confirm our
hypotheses. We found four distinct patterns
that characterized the extended family and con-
gregational networks of African Americans on
the basis of respondents’ reports of the nature
of their family and congregational relation-
ships. Three main network characteristics—
social integration, network composition, and
negative interaction—distinguished the four
network types by features of both church- and
family-based social ties. These patterns are
similar to those identified in previous studies
on social network types (Fiori etal., 2006;
Litwin, 1997; Wenger, 1996). The optimal
type included respondents who were socially
integrated into both the congregational and
the family networks and experienced minimal
negative interaction with both networks. This
network type represents the most favorable con-
stellation of relational characteristics, as social
involvement and lower levels of negative inter-
action are associated with better mental health
and well-being outcomes (Nguyen, Chatters,
Taylor, & Mouzon, 2016; Taylor et al., 2015).
The ambivalent type was similar to the opti-
mal type, with the exception that members
of this type reported high levels of negative
interaction with congregants and family. This
type is an important focus for future stud-
ies because an emerging area of research on
ambivalence in social relationships has demon-
strated that ambivalence is predictive of poorer
health despite the presence of positive quali-
ties in ambivalent ties (Rook, Luong, Sorkin,
Newsom, & Krause, 2012; Uchino et al., 2012).
The family-centered type was distinguished
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FIGURE 1. CONDITIONAL ITEM PROBABILITY PROFILE.

Item Probability

== Ambivalent (30.78%)

=&~ Family-Centered (19.26%)

"Optimal (22.76%) = Strained (27.21%)

by social integration into the extended family
network, social disengagement from the con-
gregational network, and low levels of negative
interaction with both congregants and family.
Finally, the strained type included respondents
who were socially disengaged from both their
congregational and their family networks and
experienced frequent negative interaction with
both networks. This network type is the least
socially endowed type, and members of this type
are likely to be at elevated risk for mental health
problems, given the established links between
social disengagement and negative interaction
and poor mental health status (Taylor, Taylor,
Nguyen, & Chatters, 2016; Lincoln, 2000).

In a departure from previous work, we did
not identify a nonkin-focused type (e.g., church-
focused type), which may have been because of
differences in the indicators used. In addition to
congregational relationships, some prior studies
also used indicators of friend and neighbor rela-
tionships (see Fiori et al., 2008; Litwin, 2011).
The greater number of indicators of nonkin rela-
tionships may have facilitated the identification
of a nonkin network type. However, the lack of

a nonkin network type in this study also sug-
gests the possibility of racial variations in social
network types. This is not surprising, given that
research has identified several differences in net-
work characteristics between African Americans
and Whites (Ajrouch, Antonucci, & Janevic,
2001). The present findings, coupled with previ-
ous research, suggest that social network types
may vary among racial groups.

Ambivalent Versus Optimal Type

Ambivalence in the context of social relations
often arises when sources of support are lim-
ited and, as a result, the individual depends on
a select few individuals for support (Smelser,
1998). This dependence can lead to negative
interactions with support networks. Our find-
ings suggest that in the absence of a spouse,
widowed respondents may depend on a small
number of network members for support. This
situation may introduce conflict into their rela-
tionships, especially if support needs are bur-
densome and persistent. Individuals with limited
financial resources (e.g., unemployed, part-time
employed, and retired individuals) are also likely
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Table 2. Latent-Class Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis of Social Network Types on Sociodemographic Correlates
Among African Americans (N = 3,343)

Ambivalent (optimal)

Family-Centered (optimal)

Strained (optimal)

Respondent
Characteristics Logit SE  p OR 95%Cl Logit SE p OR 95%Cl Logit SE p OR 95%CI
Female (male) 0.10 0.18 .572 1.11 [0.78,1.57] —0.08 0.16 .616 0.92 [0.67,1.26] —0.15 0.10 .124 0.86 [0.71, 1.05]
Age —0.02 0.01 .067 0.98 [0.96,1.00] 0.00 0.01 .954 1.00 [0.98,1.02] 0.01 0.01 .231 1.01 [0.99, 1.03]
Education 0.11 0.03 .001 1.12 [1.05,1.18] 0.12 0.05.017 1.13 [1.02,1.24] 0.04 0.03 .115 1.04 [0.98, 1.10]
Household income 024 0.11 .028 1.27 [1.02,1.58] 0.15 0.11 .158 1.16 [0.94, 1.44] —0.04 0.09 .639 0.96 [0.81, 1.15]
Marital status (married)
Partnered 0.11 029 .700 1.12 [0.63,1.97] 0.46 0.35.184 1.58 [0.80,3.15] 0.50 0.28 .077 1.65 [0.95, 2.85]
Separated 022 028 436 1.25 [0.72,2.16] 0.01 0.29 .975 1.01 [0.57,1.78] 0.72 0.24 .002 2.05 [1.28, 3.29]
Divorced 021 0.21 .323 1.23 [0.82,1.86] 0.10 0.25.702 1.11 [0.68,1.80] 0.36 0.23 .117 1.43 [0.91,2.25]
Widowed 0.51 025 .038 1.67 [1.02,2.72] —0.21 0.40 .601 0.81 [0.37,1.78] —0.23 0.27 .386 0.79 [0.47, 1.35]
Never married 029 0.26 .270 1.33 [0.80,2.22] 0.53 0.26 .040 1.70 [1.02,2.83] 0.51 0.24 .034 1.67 [1.04,2.67]
Parent (nonparent) 1.00 043 .0202.72 [1.17,6.31] 1.16 0.71 .105 3.19 [0.79, 12.83] 1.69 0.47 <.001 5.42 [2.16, 13.62]
Number of children 13+ 0.06 0.04 .178 1.06 [0.98, 1.15] 0.00 0.05 .968 1.00 [0.91, 1.10] -0.05 0.04 .237 0.95 [0.88, 1.03]
Employment status
(employed full-time)
Employed part-time 0.54 022 .016 1.72 [1.11,2.64] 020 0.29 .485 1.22 [0.69,2.16] 0.31 0.23 .175 1.36 [0.87,2.14]
Unemployed 1.05 0.29 <.001 2.86 [1.62,5.05] 0.56 0.36 .115 1.75 [0.86,3.55] 0.82 0.29 .004 2.27 [1.29,4.01]
Retired 0.76 026 .004 2.14 [1.28,3.56] 0.31 0.26 .227 1.36 [0.82,2.27] 0.09 0.36 .800 1.09 [0.54,2.22]
Homemaker -0.29 036 .419 0.75 [0.37,1.52] —-0.78 0.54 .147 0.46 [0.16, 1.32] —1.12 0.36  .002 0.33 [0.16, 0.66]
Student 1.03 0.87 .2352.80 [0.51,15.41] 0.96 0.92 299 2.61 [0.43,15.41] 1.05 0.85 .215 2.86 [0.54, 15.12]
Disabled/other 0.27 025 .285 1.31 [0.80,2.14] —0.12 0.26 .631 0.89 [0.53,1.48] 0.15 0.21 .492 1.16 [0.77, 1.75]
Parent X age —0.02 0.01 .023 0.98 [0.96,1.00] —0.02 0.02 .377 0.98 [0.94,1.02] —0.03 0.01 .001 0.97 [0.95, 0.99]

Note. Reference category is in parentheses. CI = confidence interval for odds ratio (OR).

to rely more heavily on their networks for sup-
port and assistance. Consequently, this heavy
reliance on their networks for support and assis-
tance could lead to relational strains.

Family-Centered Versus Optimal Type

We found that never-married respondents were
more likely than their married counterparts to
belong to the family-centered type rather than
the optimal type. It is important to recall that
the primary difference between these two net-
work types is the level of social integration
within the congregational network. Respondents
in the optimal type were socially integrated into
their family and congregational networks, and
respondents in the family-centered type were
socially integrated primarily into their family
network. Extant research indicates that unmar-
ried African Americans are less socially inte-
grated into their congregational network and
less likely to receive support from congregants
than are married African Americans (Taylor &
Chatters, 1988). In fact, some studies have indi-
cated that unmarried individuals are less likely to
attend church than married individuals (Brown,
Taylor, & Chatters, 2013; Taylor, Chatters, &

Brown, 2014). For instance, Taylor, Chatters,
and Brown (2014) found that unmarried persons
attended religious services less frequently, were
less likely to be church members, and partic-
ipated in congregational activities (e.g., choir,
women’s club) less frequently than their married
counterparts. In regard to the present findings,
given lower rates of congregational involvement,
unmarried respondents may have fewer oppor-
tunities to cultivate congregational relationships
and to become socially integrated into their con-
gregational networks.

Strained Type Versus Optimal Type

Separated and never-married respondents were
more likely to belong to the strained type.
The strained typology is particularly impor-
tant because it is characterized by high levels
of negative interactions with both family and
congregation members. Moreover, research has
confirmed that negative interaction with family
and congregation members is associated with
negative psychological states, including more
symptoms of depression and anxiety (Chatters
etal., 2015) and various psychiatric disorders,
including social anxiety (Levine etal. 2015)
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FIGURE 2. PREDICTED PROBABILITY OF MEMBERSHIP IN THE AMBIVALENT NETWORK TYPE BY PARENTAL STATUS AND AGE
AMONG AFRICAN AMERICANS.
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and posttraumatic stress disorder (Nguyen,
Chatters, Taylor, Levine, & Himle, 2016). Thus,
the negative interactions that separated and
never-married individuals experience with their
social networks may place some of them at
greater risk of possible psychological problems.

Homemakers were also less likely than
full-time employed respondents to belong to
the strained type and more likely to belong
to the optimal type, a finding likely driven by
the fact that the majority of homemakers in
this study were women. Women who are not
employed full-time tend to be more socially
integrated into their family network because
they have fewer constraints imposed by non-
family roles (Moore, 1990; Pugliesi & Shook,
1998). Further, some prior research has found
that more religiously involved women are less
likely to be employed (Mahoney, 2010). For
these reasons, homemakers were more likely
to belong to a network type distinguished by
high levels of social involvement in both the
congregational and family networks. An addi-
tional finding for employment status showed
that unemployed respondents were more likely
than those employed full-time to belong to the
strained type, which again demonstrates how
dependence (due to financial limitations) can
lead to relational conflicts.

Consistent with prior research, the interac-
tion between parental status and age suggests
that adult children act as social brokers for their
aging parents to facilitate social connections to
the family and congregational networks (Chat-
ters et al., 2002). Accordingly, parents in the
present analysis were less likely than respon-
dents without children to belong to a socially
disengaged network type.

These findings demonstrate the complex
interaction between church- and family-based
relationships. Literature on family ties in
the context of religion has indicated that
church-based relationships can reinforce and
maintain family relationships through religious
norms and ideologies. For example, Mahoney
(2010, 2013) reported that (a) through the
sanctification of family relationships, people
perceive their relationships with family mem-
bers as having spiritual character and meaning,
which leads people to value and prioritize
their family relationships; (b) spiritual support
from congregants can reinforce the notion that
family ties are sacred, which in turn reinforces
the importance of maintaining strong family
ties; and (c) religious activities that family
perform together (e.g., religious service) can
also reinforce family ties. In fact, many African
Americans view their family ties as an exten-
sion of their faith experience, which can lead
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FIGURE 3. PREDICTED PROBABILITY OF MEMBERSHIP IN THE STRAINED NETWORK TYPE BY PARENTAL STATUS AND AGE
AMONG AFRICAN AMERICANS.
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to greater relationship satisfaction and quality
(Mattis & Grayman-Simpson, 2013).

Interestingly, our findings illustrate sim-
ilarities in structure and function between
church- and family-based relationships. With
the exception of the family-centered type, all
network types showed similar relationship pat-
terns in the family and congregational networks.
For example, high frequency of contact with
family was also accompanied by high subjective
closeness to congregants in the optimal and
ambivalent types. In contrast, low subjective
closeness to family was parallel to low sub-
jective closeness to congregants in the strained
type. These similar effects between family
and congregational relationships support the
argument that family solidarity dimensions exist
in church-based relationships. In particular,
the present analysis identified an associational,
affectual, and functional solidarity dimension in
church-based relationships. Overall, the present
findings reinforce the notion that congrega-
tional and family networks are interrelated
and demonstrate the synergetic effects family
and church-based relationships have on one
another.

Limitations and Strengths

The present findings must be interpreted in the
context of the study’s limitations. First, because
the NSAL only surveyed noninstitutionalized,
community dwelling individuals, findings are
generalizable only to this population. Second, all
network measures were self-reported and thus
subject to recall and social desirability biases.
Third, because the data for the present analysis
are cross-sectional, causal inferences on the rela-
tionship between sociodemographic correlates
and network types cannot be made.

Despite these limitations, this study has sev-
eral notable strengths. This analysis is the first
to examine social network types in a national
probability sample of African American adults
across the life span using multiple indicators of
extended family and religious congregational
networks—two central institutions for under-
standing African American social networks. In
particular, the inclusion of multiple congrega-
tional indicators assessing both interactional
(frequency of contact) and relationship qual-
ities (emotional support, perceived closeness,
negative interaction) extends the current litera-
ture on network types in several ways. Previous
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studies that used a single congregational network
indicator (e.g., religious service attendance)
have provided some sense of integration into the
network but are inadequate for assessing an indi-
vidual’s relationships with congregants. Further,
our analysis of network types incorporated both
positive and negative aspects of social relations
and provided important information concerning
the interactive roles of social support, perceived
affinity, and negative interaction in social rela-
tionships. The availability of a diverse set of
congregational indicators provided an opportu-
nity to explore family solidarity theory and to
test the applicability of theoretical constructs
(i.e., association, affection, and function) in
relation to a recognized and principal cultural
institution in the African American population.
Finally, examining social network types derived
from extended family and congregational net-
work characteristics identified: (a) profiles
that represent potential protections (e.g., opti-
mal, family-centered) and risks (e.g., strained,
ambivalent) for social and mental health, (b)
persons who may be vulnerable (e.g., separated)
or advantaged (e.g., married) with respect to
social network types, and (c) complex rela-
tionships between personal characteristics and
membership in social network types (e.g., age
and parental status interactions for ambivalent
and strained networks). This level of specificity
facilitates the development of interventions that
acknowledge the social network and sociode-
mographic diversity in the African American
population.

Future Directions

Several potential directions for future research
in this area are possible. In extending exist-
ing literature on social network typologies,
future work could investigate the association
between extended family and congregation
network typologies and various indicators of
psychological well-being, psychiatric disor-
ders (e.g., depression), and substance abuse
disorders. Research along these lines could
investigate whether and how an individual’s
mental and behavioral health status is associated
with characteristics of extended family and
congregation networks. For example, would
persons with substance abuse disorders be
less likely to have support networks compris-
ing church members? Future research could
also examine neighbors, workplace, and other

Family Relations

community networks as components of social
network typologies. Taking a different per-
spective, given evidence of the detrimental
health effects associated with relational ambiva-
lence, future research could examine whether
belonging to an ambivalent network type is
associated with poorer mental and physical
health.

Practice Implications

A major contribution of the present study is
the resulting practice implications. Previous
research has indicated that particular network
types are associated with worse mental health
(Levine et al., 2015; Nguyen, Chatters, Taylor,
Levine, & Himle, 2016). As such, network
types represent risk profiles that can be used as
a screening instrument to identify vulnerable
clients who are at risk of developing or deteri-
orating mental and physical health problems,
as well as to assess clients’ social environ-
ments and resources. Moreover, information
on sociodemographic correlates of network
types provides useful information with regard
to groups that are most likely to belong to
vulnerable risk profiles. This knowledge can
help practitioners effectively screen and identify
specific groups that are more likely to belong
to vulnerable network types, such as unmarried
parents. In terms of interventions, findings from
this study will help practitioners tailor and adapt
interventions to the specific social support needs
of clients, facilitating more effective treatments
to address issues of social disengagement,
problematic social interactions, and inadequate
supports.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this investigation of social
network types among African Americans
is an initial effort to understand the differ-
ent configurations of social networks in this
population. This study demonstrated that net-
work types vary across sociodemographic
categories and underscored the synergetic
relationship between the congregational and
extended family networks. The study also
makes a contribution by providing a deeper
understanding of ambivalence in social rela-
tions, especially in nonkin relationships, and its
correlates.
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