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This paper is designed to empirically investigate sex differences in social sup- 
port. Several types o f  sex differences are examined, including quantity and 
quality o f  support, the relationship between quantitative and qualitative mea- 
sures o f  support, the number and source o f  support provided and received, and 
the relative predictive power o f  quality and quantity o f  support on well-being. 
The data are taken from the Supports o f  the Elderly, a national survey o f  
older people (Kahn and Antonucci, 1984). Included in the present study are 214 
men and 166 women ranging in age from 50 to 95 who are married and have at 
least one child. The analyses reveal that women have larger networks and receive 
supports from multiple sources, while men tend to rely on their spouses exclu- 
sively. Men report greater satisfaction with marriage than women. 
Quantitative supports are more related to qualitative supports for  women 
than for  men. For both sexes, the quality o f  support rather than the quanti- 
ty o f  support has significantly greater effects on well-being; both the quanti- 
ty and quality o f  social support have a greater impact on the well-being o f  
women compared to men. 
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Many researchers have noted that the nature of  interpersonal relationships 
seems different for men and women (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Troll, 1986). 
This difference apparently extends to the structure and function of 
support networks. Although few past researchers have focused on sex differ- 
ences in social support specifically (see Vaux, 1985), several early studies ex- 
amining interpersonal and social relationships more generally have 
documented what appear to be substantial differences in the quantitative supports 
of  men and women. In general, it has been found that the structure of  the 
support network differs for men and women. Women appear to have larg- 
er, more multifaceted, n e t w o r k s - t h a t  is, a larger variety of  people are in 
their network and each of  these people serve several functions. In contrast, 
the network structure of  men appears considerably more limited, consisting 
predominantly of  a single person, the wife, who performs most support func- 
tions for them. 

In a series of  large-scale surveys, women have consistently been shown 
to have larger networks than men (Babchuk, 1978-1979; Harris, 1975; Lon- 
gino & Lipman, 1982; Campbell, 1980; Veroff,  Douvan, & Kulka, 1981). 
In a parallel finding, Levitt, Antonucci, Clark, Rotton, & Finley (1985) report- 
ed that, among a sample of  elderly with relatively impoverished networks, 
males were particularly likely to be isolates and in poorer health. 

Studies of  college students also generally show women to have a sup- 
port advantage. For example, Burda, Vaux, and Schill (1984) examined so- 
cial support resources of  young college men and women. Their data were 
consistent in indicating that women had greater support resources than men. 
One advantage of  this study was the use of  multiple measures of  support 
resources including network characteristics, availability of  several modes of  
support, and perceived supportiveness of  family and friends. 

In addition to the sex differences in support structure, there is some 
evidence that networks serve different functions for men and women. Lowen- 
thai and Haven (1968), in a now classic sociological study, reported notable 
sex differences in support function of older individuals. They found that wom- 
en were more likely than men to report a confidant relationship and that, 
whereas men were most likely to mention their wives as confidants, wives 
were not equally likely to mention their husbands as confidants. Leavy (1983) 
concluded that women generally report more sources of  support and benefit- 
ting more from these supports than men. Butler, Giordano, and Neren (1985), 
using a sample of  graduate students, found that, compared to men, women 
reported both asking for and receiving more support during personal stress 
events than men. 

Studies have also examined the sex differences in the relative effects 
of  social support on psychological distress and /or  well-being. Sarason, Le- 
vine, Basham, and Sarason (1983), for example, found that, for college men, 
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number of social supports was related (negatively) to depressive complaints. 
But for college women, number of and satisfaction with social support 
providers was related (negatively) to anxiety, depressive, and hostility symp- 
toms. It should also be noted, however, that Kesseler, McLeod, and Wething- 
ton (1985) suggest that the costs of supportive relationships may be higher 
for women than for men in that women report higher levels of psychological 
distress when members of their network are exposed to stress. 

Although the findings reviewed thus far suggest a fair degree of con- 
sistency in indicating that women have larger, more multifaceted, support 
networks, there have been occasional but persistent findings indicating what 
seems to be a reverse in or lack of sex differences in supportive relationships. 
For example, Depner and Ingersoll-Dayton (1985) examined spousal support 
using a sample of married people 50 years of age and over. They found that 
women report both receiving and providing less support to their spouse than 
men report. Babchuk (1978-1979) found no differences in the number of 
primary relations reported by men and women, but there were differences 
in the number of confidant relatives reported by men and women. Griffith 
(1985) found that there were no significant relationships between respondent 
gender and network characteristics, nor were there significant differences in 
the relationship between network characteristics and mental health for men 
and women. These inconsistencies among research findings may reflect 
differences in the definition of social support. For example, Griffith asked 
about "people whom you can depend on" rather than about affective rela- 
tionships. 

More importantly, the explanation for these differences seems to lie 
in the fact that, as Troll (1986) and others have suggested, the nature of 
social ties are different for men and women. It may be helpful to clarify the 
presence and extent of differences in the support relationships. In general, 
previous studies have focused on only one aspect of sex differences in social 
support using relatively select samples (Vaux, 1985). Some studies have high- 
lighted quantitative differences in the network, e.g., size, number of chil- 
dren/friends, and number of supports received/provided. A few studies have 
focused on more qualitative dimensions of social support, that is how in- 
dividuals feel about their support network or the support they receive/pro- 
vide. Still other studies have focused on the relationship between quantitative 
measures of support and well-being. None of the studies reviewed have exa- 
mined qualitative measures of support, or the relationship between qualita- 
tive support and well-being in any significant detail. Few studies currently 
in the literature examine the relative influence of quantitative and qualita- 
tive support on well-being. Thus, previous studies may have been unable to 
clarify the sex differences in social support because they have been limited 
by the representativeness of the sample, the number or types of support meas- 
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ures available, and by a focus on either quantitative or qualitative measures 
of  social support. 

The purpose of  the present study is threefold: to examine sex differ- 
ences in and the relationship between quantitative and qualitative measures 
of  social support within the same study, to examine sex differences in the 
source and target of  different types of  support, and to examine the relative 
influence of these qualitative and quantitative measures of  social support 
on well-being. By capitalizing on a unique data set containing in-depth so- 
cial support measures from a national sample of middle-aged and older adults, 
it should be possible to clarify the apparent inconsistencies in the support liter- 
ature. While the present paper focuses on sex differences in this sample, mid- 
and late-life age differences have also been explored in one of  our reports 
elsewhere (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). 

M E T H O D  

Sample 

The data are taken from the Social Networks in Adult Life survey, which 
was conducted by the Survey Research Center at The University of  Michi- 
gan in 1980 (Kahn & Antonucci, 1984). Respondents were randomly select- 
ed within a multistage sample of  households and consisted of  718 men and 
women ranging in age from 50 to 95. The response rate was 73°7o. Trained 
interviewers conducted in-home, structured interviews, which were approxi- 
mately one hour in duration. The analyses presented in this paper are based 
on the 214 men and 166 women who were married and had at least one liv- 
ing child. 

Measures 

Respondents were asked to list people who are close and important to 
them on a personal network diagram consisting of  a set of three concentric 
circles with a smaller circle in the center in which the word you was written. 
Respondents were then asked a series of question concerning the quan- 
tity and quality of  support (i.e., confiding, reassurance, respect, care when 
ill, talk when upset, and talk about health) received from and provided to 
their network, and the overall well-being of the respondents themselves. The mea- 
sures employed in the analyses to follow are eight measures of quantity of  
support, seven measures of  quality of  support, and one measure of well-being. 

The quantity support measures include network size, whether or not 
spouse is included in network, the number of  children in network, the num- 
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ber of  friends in network, frequency of  contacts, the total number of  people 
from whom the respondents received six kinds of  support, the total number 
of  people to whom the respondents provided six kinds of  support, and 
reciprocity which was computed by subtracting the number of  supports 
provided from the number of  supports received. The quality measures are 
satisfaction with marriage, satisfaction with family, satisfaction with friends, 
the extent to which respondents feel misunderstood by network, the extent 
to which the network gets on the respondent's nerves, the extent to which 
respondents experience their networks as too demanding, and whether or 
not respondents want more people on whom they could depend. Well-being 
was measured by a 5-point happiness scale. 

RESULTS 

This section is organized as follows: Sex differences in quantitative and 
qualitative measures of  social support are presented first. This is followed 
by an examination of  the relative predictive power of  quantitative measures 
for qualitative measures of  social support. Next, sex differences in the ex- 
change of  different types and different sources of  support are examined. Fi- 
nally, the relative influence of  quantitative and qualitative measures of  social 
support on happiness are considered in separate regression analyses for men 
and women. 

Table I provides the mean scores for men and women, and t-test results 
of  the eight quantity support measures and seven quality support measures. 
With respect to the overall quantity support measures, the t-test results indi- 
cate two significant sex differences. Compared to men, women report sig- 
nificantly larger support networks [t(374) = - 2.52,p < .05] and that they 
receive a greater number of  supports than men [t(363) = - 2.00, p < .05]. 
The findings for overall differences in qualitative support indicate only one 
significant sex difference. Men report that they are more satisfied with their 
marriage than women [t(366) = 3.81, p < .05]. It is interesting to note that, 
in a parallel logit regression analysis on sex differences in quality measures, 
which is not presented in the table, significant sex differences in friendship 
satisfaction also emerged. The logit analysis indicates that, compared to men, 
women are more satisfied with friends. There were no other differences be- 
tween the two analyses. 

The relationship between the set of  eight quantity measures and the set 
of  seven quality measures are examined by a canonical correlation analysis 
for men and women separately. The largest canonical correlations between 
the two sets of  measures of  support are .31 and .44 for men and women, 
respectively. These differences are impressive since they indicate that the to- 
tal variance in the specified combination of  quality measures accounted for 
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by quantity measures is twice as large among women (20°70) as men (9%). 
Further, the magnitude of  canonical coefficients for the quantity measures 
indicates that having a spouse in one's network has the greatest influence 
on the quality of  support among men, whereas reciprocity (over providing) 
has the greatest effect among women. 

Four categories of  sources of  support (spouse, children, friends and 
total network) are presented in Table II. As the last two columns indicate, 
most men and women in our sample report receiving all six kinds of  support 
f rom at least one member of  their support network. The percentages range 
from 99070 of  men and women receiving sick care to 80o70 of  men and 76°70 
of  women who report that they talk to someone about their health. It is 
noteworthy that 20°7o of  the men and 2407o of  the women do not talk about 
their health with anyone. There is only one statistically significant sex differ- 
ence in the proport ion of  those who report receiving support from overall 
network. Women are more likely to report that they confide in others than 
men. 

Table 1. Sex Difference in Social Support 

Means 

Regression an- 
alysis on happi- 
ness and social 

support 

Male (n = 214) Female (n = 166) T-test t Male Female 

Quanti ty of  social support 
Network size 
Proport ion of spouse 
Number of children 

in network 
Number of friends in 

network 
Frequency of contact 
Number of supports 

received 
Number of supports 

provided 
Reciprocity 
Satisfaction with marriage 
Satisfaction with family 
Satisfaction with friends 
Network too demanding 
Network get on nerves 
Network do not 

understand 
Want  more network 
F~ 
R 

8.62 9.90 --2.52`` .01 --.10 
.96 .93 1.02 .03 -- .09 

2.63 2.69 -- .34 .05 -- .02 

1.05 1 . 0 0  .28 - - . 0 4  .07 
3.74 3.78 -- .77 .03 .01 

16.98 19.08 --2.00 ~ .00 .13 

23.26 25.83 -- 1.83 
-- .96  --  1 .08  .74 --.19 b -- .20  '~ 
6.67 6.24 3.81 b .12 .21" 
6.07 5.90 1.08 .06 .16 
6.17 6.39 -- 1.86 .20 b .01 
2.39 2.54 -- .99 -- .09 -- .01 
1.80 1.73 .54 - . 0 8  - . 1 8  ~' 

2.32 2.12 1.24 .00 .05 
2.36 2.37 - . 0 1  - . 1 5 "  - . 0 7  

3.03" 3.17 b 
.18 .23 

"p < .05 .  
bp < .01. 
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The sources of  support, however, are strikingly different between men 
and women. Compared to women, a significantly higher proportion of men 
report relying on their spouses, as opposed to children and friends, for all 
six kinds of  support. On the other hand, women consistently report receiv- 
ing more support than men from children and friends. These differences are 
especially pronounced on "affective support" such as confiding, reassuring, 
and talking when upset. Men are much more likely to confide in and get reas- 
surance from their wives, whereas roughly half of  the women did not report 
receiving such support from their husbands. It should also be noted that these 
married women are more likely to rely on their children rather than on their 
husbands for confiding, reassurance, respect, and sick care. These findings 
are consistent with those of  Lowenthal and Haven (1968) with regard to the 
sex differences in a confidant. 

The same trend is observed, although to a slightly lesser degree, in the 
measures of  providing support (Table III). Most respondents, both men and 
women, report providing all six kinds of support to at least one member of  
their network. Compared to women, men are more likely to provide their 
spouses with support, particularly confiding, talking when upset, and talk- 
ing about health. A larger proportion of  women reported providing their 
children rather than husbands with confiding, reassurance, respect and talk 
when upset. 

Compared to men, women are significantly more likely to provide their 
friends with reassurance, talk when upset, and talk about health. These find- 
ings highlight the singularity of  men's support networks and the multifacet- 
ed nature of  women's support networks. 

Finally, the relative influences of  social support measures on well-being 
are examined in separate regression analyses for men and women. Individu- 
al well-being was measured by a 5-point (1-5) happiness scale. The mean 
scores of  men and women in our sample were 3.32 and 3.34, respectively. 
A t test failed to yield a significant sex difference in reported level of  well- 
being at the p < .05 level. The relative influence of  qualitative and quantita- 
tive measures of social support on well-being is reported in the last two columns 
of Table I. It should be noted that because of the high correlation between num- 
ber of supports received and number of supports provided a significant multicol- 
linearity problem emerged. This made it impossible to include both measures 
in the regression analyses. We chose to include only the number of  supports 
received in the regression analyses. 

The multiple regression analyses indicate that social support measures 
explain 18°70 and 23070 of  the variance in happiness for men and women, 
respectively. It also appears that qualitative support measures are better 
predictors of happiness than quantitative measures of  support. Reciprocity 
is the only quantitative variable that is a significant predictor for happiness. 
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It is also the only variable that operates similarly for men and women. Since 
reciprocity was computed by subtracting the number of  supports provided 
from the number of  supports received, the negative regression coefficient 
indicates that overproviding, i.e., providing more than one receives, is posi- 
tively related to happiness for both men and women. Qualitative measures 
of  support were found to have differential effects e,n happiness for men and 
women. Men who are satisfied with their friends are more happy and men 
who want more people in their network are less happy. For women, these 
variables are not significantly related to happiness. Happy women, on the 
other hand, report greater satisfaction with marriage and are less likely to 
indicate that their network gets on their nerves. 

DISCUSSION 

In summary, these results suggest that the sex differences in social sup- 
port are considerably more complex than one might have originally hypothe- 
sized. Our data indicate that of  eight quantitative measures of social support, 
only t w o -  size of network and number of supports received-  are significantly 
different for men and women. These findings are consistent with many previ- 
ous findings, and indicate that women both have larger networks and receive 
more supports. 

The receipt and provision of six types of  support indicates a clear sex 
difference in the role of  spouse. Although most people feel they receive and 
provide confiding, reassurance, respect, sick care, talk when upset, and talk 
about health, the exchange of  these supports was clearly different by sex 
across relationships. Men were much more likely to report receiving from 
and providing support to their spouses. Women were much more likely to 
report receiving support from and providing support to others such as children 
and friends. These findings are consistent with those of  Lowenthal and Haven 
(1968) with regard to the sex differences in a confidant. Men and women seem 
to have different expectations, criteria, experiences, and consequently, evalua- 
tions of their intimate support relationships. 

In some Ways these data are intriguing because they suggest fewer sex 
differences than one might expect. However, a clear picture begins to emerge, 
which indicates that for men quantitative support differences are relatively 
unimportant  when a wife is present. But as Levitt et al., (1985) noted, men 
can easily become isolated when the traditional marital role is disrupted and 
there is no wife present to maintain the supportive links. It is interesting that 
the give and take of  support relationships are important for both men and 
women. Also interesting is that men and women prefer to be providing more 
than they receive. This is especially noteworthy when one recalls that this 
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sample is 50 years of age and older, a time and age when an individual might 
comfortably assume that it was an appropriate time in life to receive more 
than provide. However, it is quite clear that, at least in this culture, it is bet- 
ter to give than to receive. We have speculated in other work (Antonucci 
& Akiyama, 1987) that this bias allows people to maintain their own per- 
sonal sense of independence. It may be that there are other structure and 
function support differences not tapped in the present study that serve to 
equalize these differences we have found. For example, women may be more 
likely to provide affective support whereas men are more likely to provide 
financial support. Thus, men and women may achieve equity between the 
sexes across functions rather than through direct functional reciprocity. 

With the exception of reciprocity, the variables that were significantly 
predictive of happiness were different for men and women. It may be that 
these differences begin to hint at the different social experiences of men and 
women. For men, satisfaction with marriage is important. Since women are 
less likely than men to report being satisfied with their marriage, it may be 
that women experience a great deal more variance in satisfaction with 
their marital relationship. That happier women are also less likely to report 
that their network gets on their nerves is also suggestive. Similarly, the mul- 
tifaceted nature of women's support networks may be accompanied by in- 
creased expectations. On the other hand, for men, satisfaction with friends 
and not wanting more people in one's network appear important for happi- 
ness. These findings are particuarly interesting in light of the fact that men 
seem to provide and receive most of their supportive exchanges from their 
wives, not their friends. Thus, it seems an extended network that is neither 
numerous nor intrusive is preferred, again suggesting that men do not seek 
the same intensity in their extended support relationships that women seek. 

Review of the seven qualitative measures of support examined in this 
study show that men and women differ in only one measure-marital satis- 
faction. Contrary to what one might predict from the support literature but 
consistent with the marriage literature (Bernard, 1972), men report being more 
satisfied with their marriage than women. 

Analyses designed to predict happiness using both quantitative and 
qualitative measures of support successfully predict 18% and 23% of the 
variance for men and women, respectively. Only reciprocity is a significant 
predictor for both regression equations. This finding indicates that both men 
and women are happy when they are giving more than they receive. Among 
the men, two additional support variables, both measures of qualitative sup- 
port, are significantly related to happiness. Men who are satisfied with their 
friends and men who do not report wanting more people in their networks 
are happier. Among women, two additional variables were also significant- 
ly related to happiness, and again these were qualitative measures. Women 



748 Antonucci and Akiyama 

satisfied with their marriages and women who do not feel their networks get 
on their nerves report higher levels of  happiness. 

That  quantitative support measures account for only 9°7o of  the vari- 
ance in the qualitative measures for men, but that 20°70 of the variance is 
explained for women, is particularly interesting. The minimal relationship 
for men may be further evidence that variance in network structure is not 
critically important for men because of  the important support role played 
by wives. For men, it appears being married, and thus having wives in their 
support network, is the critical quantitative or structure variable. On the other 
hand, several quantitative support measures contribute to a woman's assess- 
ment of  her support, suggesting that the actual characteristics of  her sup- 
port environment do impinge upon her experience of  and consequent 
evaluation of  her supportive relationships. A further study of  the most inti- 
mate relationships of men and women should provide some additionally in- 
teresting insights into the support experiences of  men and women. 

These data suggest that the sex difference in interpersonal relationships 
extends to supportive relationships. The differences between men and wom- 
en in some ways are quite simple: men rely on their spouse; women rely on 
children and friends in addition to their spouse. The present study confirms 
the multifaceted nature of  women's support networks, especially among mar- 
ried women with children. The present study also suggests that sex differ- 
ences are greater in the exchange of  affective support than instrumental 
support, at least in terms of the types of  supportive measures analyzed in 
this study. Note that sex differences in sick care were minimal, but were con- 
siderably greater in reassurance and talking with others when upset. The im- 
plications of  these differences clearly warrant further study. The role of  men 
and women in the structure and function of  support network is clearly differ- 
ent. Our findings suggest that major  current societal changes, e.g., in wom- 
en's roles and in the frequency of  late life divorce, will have a differential 
impact on the support networks of  men and women. These data suggest that 
the structure and function of  women's network while perhaps experiencing 
strain is better equipped to cope with these problems. On the other hand, 
the support networks of  men appear more fragile. Men may have more 
difficulty coping with the kinds of  stresses most likely to be met with the 
current societal changes. 
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