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Research on the association between social relationships and emotional func-
tioning has emphasized the health-promoting effects of social support. Yet
there is reason to believe that the absence of negative social interactions may
be more important for mental health than the presence of supportive inter-
actions. In this investigation we clarify important characteristics concerning
the source, the recipient, and the combined influence of support and nega-
tivity. Data are presented regarding supportive and negative interactions with
spouse, relatives, and friends, regression analyses suggest that negative in-
teractions are more predictive of depressed mood than supportive interac-
tions (specifically with spouse and friends). We also document several
specifications suggesting directions for future research on the special impor-
tance of interactions in intimate relationships and the synergistic effects of
situations in which supportive and negative interactions both occur.

Although it has long been known that personal relationships can be the source
of both great comfort and great frustration, research on social support over
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the past decade has emphasized the supportive aspects of social ties and neglect-
ed the negative aspects. But as research on social support aims increasingly to
develop interventions, it becomes increasingly important to understand the
full range of ways in which social relationships can affect health and well-
being (Coyne & DeLongis, 1986; Gottlieb, 1985). As shown in recent research,
support attempts often fail to such a degree that they actually increase the
stress of people they are intended to help (Wortman & Lechmann, 1985).
Putatively supportive social relationships, furthermore, often have elements
that create stressful obligations for reciprocity or that expose people to dis-
appointments, conflicts, tensions, and unpleasantness (Fiore, Becker, & Cop-

- pel, 1983; Pagel, Erdly, & Becker, 1987; Rook, 1984; Sandler & Barrera,
1984; Shinn, Lechmann, & Wong, 1984). It is this latter form of negativity
that we address by studying the joint effects of supportive and negative so-
cial interactions.?

Our understanding of the effects of negativity in social relationships
is limited, and the literature aimed at studying the influence of supportive
and negative interactions together is fairly new. We contribute to this grow-
ing literature by presenting data on the distributions and effects of suppor-
tive and negative interactions in a large community sample of married couples.
The analyses separately consider interactions with spouse, relatives, and
friends in order to distinguish the prevalence and influence of support and
negativity from these three typical sources. We also examine gender differ-
ences in exposure and reactivity to supportive and negative interactions. Fur-
ther, since it seems reasonable to assume that most social relationships are
neither exclusively supportive nor exclusively negative, we examine syner-
gistic effects of supportive and negative interactions.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

In the relatively few investigations that have considered the influence
of both support and negativity at the same time, results suggest that the corre-
lation between supportive and negative interactions is weak. This means that
support and negativity both occur in most relationships (O’Brien, Wortman,

3We have not attempted to address all literatures dealing with various forms of negativity in
relationships; rather we are specifically dealing with social ties that seemingly entail both sup-
portive and negative aspects or influences at the same time. With this specific focus, neverthe-
less, conceptualizations of negativity (negative support, negative interactions) are inconsistent
and quite varied. Our conceptualization broadly follows those referenced above, particularly
the domains initiated in the research of Rook (1984) on negative interaction (conflict, ten-
sions, demands). (See also reviews in Jung, 1987; Rook & Pietromonaco, 1987; and Shinn
et al., 1984.)
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& Joseph, 1986; Ruehlman & Wolchik, 1988). Research in this area has typi-
cally found that negative interactions occur less frequently than supportive
interactions, and that negativity is more important than support in predict-
ing emotional functioning (Barrera, 1981; Fiore et al., 1983; Henderson,
Byrne, Duncan-Jones, Scott, & Adcock, 1980; Henderson, Byrne et al., 1978;
Henderson, Duncan-Jones, McAuley, & Ritchie, 1978; Lehmann, Shinn, Al-
len, & Simko, 1983; Rook, 1984; Sandler & Barrera, 1984; Stephens, Kin-
ney, Ritchie, & Norris).* Whether or not these general findings apply across
all sources of support and negativity is unknown, and a number of poten-
tially important specifications have not yet been addressed.

Previous research in the social support literature has shown that sup-
port from some sources is more beneficial than from others (Denoff, 1982;
Dunkel-Schetter, 1984; Kobasa & Puccetti, 1983; LaRocco, House, & French,
1980; Wood & Robertson, 1978), and there is evidence that the influence
of negativity may also be source-specific (Shinn et al., 1984). However, only
one previous study clearly differentiated the sources of both supportive and
negative interactions (Abbey, Abramis, & Caplan, 1985). Separately measur-
ing social support and social conflict with people in general, some one per-
son, and the person closest to you, Abbey et al. found source specificity for
both supportive and negative aspects of social relationships in a sample of
university students. In the present investigation, the data allow us to separately
consider interactions with spouse, family, and friends.

In the same way that there may be source specificity with regard to the
effect of supportive and negative interactions, there may also be distinctions
with regard to characteristics of the recipient. Although the literature on
gender differences in the receipt of overall support is equivocal (see Rosario,
Shinn, Morch, & Huckabee, 1988), Wong (1985/1986) found that women
reported more support from friends and relatives whereas men reported more
support from their spouses. Further, various studies have suggested that mar-
riage is more beneficial to health for men, whereas women benefit as much
or more than men from relationships with relatives and friends (see House,
Landis, & Umberson, 1988). In the only previous study we could find that

?As noted by Shinn ef al. (1984, p. 64), the low correlation between positive and negative inter-
actions provides an interesting parallel to the finding of Bradburn and Caplovitz (1965) con-
cerning the independence of positive and negative affect. The research on subjective well-being
has further shown that positive events influence positive affect, negative events influence negative
affect, and that global well-being is a balance of these dimensions (see Diener, 1984). In addi-
tion, although outcome variables differ from those in this study, the literature on intimate
relationships also suggests that positivity (satisfactions) and negativity (tensions) have indepen-
dent contributions to marriage happiness (Orden & Bradburn, 1968), that displeasurable be-
haviors account for more variance in marital satisfaction than pleasurable behaviors (Wills,
Weiss, & Patterson, 1974), and that stressors have a larger effect than social support on the
quality of family life (Pittman & Lloyd, 1988).
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examined gender differences with negative interaction effects, Henderson et
al. (1980) found weaker associations for men than women in predicting neu-
rosis in a general population sample. In the present report we focus on gender
differences in exposure and reactivity to both supportive and negative inter-
actions, again separately considering spouse, relatives, and friends.

Virtually all research that has considered the joint influence of both
support and negativity in social relationships has implicity assumed that the
effects are additive, that is, that the effect of supportive interaction on emo-
tional functioning does not depend on the amount of negative interaction
in a person’s social network.® In the few previous investigations that have
searched for nonadditivity of this sort, the evidence has been mixed. Rook
(1984) failed to find a significant interaction between supportive and nega-
tive aspects of social network relationships in a sample of elderly widowed
women. However, with samples of university students, Abbey et al. (1985)
found evidence that for one type of relationship (some one person) support
buffered the effects of social conflict on well-being, and Sandler and Bar-
rera (1984) obtained a significant positive interaction between conflicted net-
work size (number of persons who were both a source of supportive and of
upsetting interactions) and stress in predicting psychological distress. Final-
ly, Pagel et al. (1987) observed that upsetting interactions with network mem-
bers had more adverse consequences among spouses of Alzheimer’s patients
whose networks were generally supportive than among those whose networks
were generally unsupportive. In the present study, we investigate whether
similar interactions can be found in a broader segment of the general popu-
lation.

METHODS
Sample

The data used here were obtained in a community survey administered
in 1985 by the staff of the Detroit Area Study and the Survey Research Center
at the University of Michigan. The sample was based on an equal-probability

SNegative interactions make up a prominent class of interpersonal stressful events (Shinn ez a/.,
1984, pp. 62-64). It may be argued, therefore, that this issue has been addressed indirectly in
the literature on the stress-buffering effects of social support. Although a few studies have
disaggregated measures of life events (Eckenrode & Gore, 1981; Kessler & McLeod, 1984;
Pearlin, Lieberman, Menaghan, & Mullan, 1981), tests of the buffering hypothesis for this
particular class of stressful events have not been reported. Further evidence may be taken from
the life events literature which has found significant buffering effects of positive events on
the pathogenic effects of high levels of stress as measured by number of negative events (e.g.,
Cohen & Hoberman, 1983).
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two-stage cluster design including nonblack married couples aged 18 through
65 residing in noninstitutionalized housing in the Detroit Metropolitan Area.®
A total of 1,755 respondents (820 male, 935 female) were interviewed face-
to-face, representing 76% of eligible respondents. The interview averaged
78 minutes and covered a broad range of topics related to roles and role-
related stress, life events, social support, personality, coping, and mental
health. Demographic characteristics of the sample closely refleted those of
the target population. Mean age of respondents was 42 years, mean educa-
tion was 13 years, and mean income (from 1984) was close to $42,000. Con-
sistent with these characteristics, the majority of men (83.9%) were employed
full-time and a large proportion (48%) of women were employed at least 20
hours a week.

Measures

The available measures of interest from the broader survey included
six separate indices of supportive and negative social interaction with spouse,
friends, and relatives. Supportive spouse interaction was indicated by
responses to questions about (a) how much your spouse understands the way
you feel about things, (b) how much you can depend on your spouse to be
there when you really need them, (c) how much your spouse shows concern
for your feelings and problems, (d) how much you can trust your spouse
to keep their promises to you, and (¢) how much you can open up to your
spouse about things that are really important to you. The alpha reliability
of the five-item index was .84, and was derived from previous measures of
affective support (Turner, Frankel, & Levin, 1983). Negative spouse inter-
action was indicated by responses to questions about (a) how much tension
there is between you and your spouse, (b) how often you have an unpleasant
disagreement with your spouse, (c) how often things become tense when the
two of you disagree, (d) how often your spouse says cruel or angry things
during a disagreement, and (e) how often the two of you both refuse to com-
promise during disagreements. The alpha reliability of this five-item index
was .76.

- Interactions with friends and relatives were measured with parallel items.
Supportive interactions were indicated by responses to two commonly used

*Census data showed that only a small percentage of the people residing in the central city of
Detroit would be eligible for the study, so the target population was limited to residents of
the metropolitan area excluding those in the central city. This redefinition of the area eligible
for the survey allowed us to retain a multistage equal probability sample representative of over
95% of the nonblack married couples in the metropolitan are while reducing considerably the
magnitude of the screening effort. For more detailed information on methodology, as well
as other findings from these data, see Mattlin, Wethington, and Kessler (in press).
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questions in the domain of affective support about (a) how often friends (or
relatives) make you feel cared and (b) how often they express interest in how
you are doing. Alpha reliabilities of this two-item index were .64 (friends)
and .75 (relatives). Negative interactions were indicated by responses to ques-
tions about (a) how often friends (or relatives) make too many demands on
you, (b) how often they criticize you, and (c) how often they create tensions
or arguments with you. The alpha reliabilities of this three-item index were
.56 (friends) and .74 (relatives). (The alpha coefficients for these indices are
lower than accepted levels, and accordingly warrant caution in interpreting
results. The low reliabilities are thought to derive, in part, from the heter-
ogeneous content of the items.)

All the social interaction indices were scaled so that the theoretically
lowest scores {i.e., those in which a respondent gave the lowest possible
response to all items) were coded 0 and the theoretically highest scores were
coded 1.7 Despite the common scaling of all indices, caution should be not-
ed concerning dissimilarities in the actual items. Differences between the
spouse interaction items and those for relatives/friends, and differences in
the domains of the support and negativity indices, preclude rigorous com-
parisons of means across these categories. However, the relative prevalences
of supportive and negative interactions can be compared across relatives ver-
sus friends and for male versus female.

In line with a great deal of research on social support effects, the out-
come variable was measured with items from the depression scale of the re-
vised Hopkins Symptom Checklist (Derogatis, 1977). This scale contains 10
items rated on a 4-point scale of “How often did you experience feelings like
these during the past 30 days?” The scale was scored by standardizing each
item to a mean of 0 and variances of 1, summing across all the items, and
then standardizing the total. High scores indicate more distress. The alpha
reliability of this 10-item index was .84.%

RESULTS
Prevalence and Association of Supportive and Negative Interactions

Means and standard deviations of the supportive and negative interac-
tion scales are reported separately for male and female respondents in Table

"The rescaling involved simple linear transformations. All separate items were measured in 4-point
Likert scales. The indices were created by summing the item scores to yield composites with
theoretical ranges between i (number of items) and 4i. The transformation was of the form
I, = (I — i)/(4i — 4), where I is the index in its original metric and I, is the transformed index.

sAll analyses reported in this paper were also carried out for the anxiety scale of the revised
Hopkins Symptom Checklist (alpha reliability =.83). These results are not reported here be-
cause they were virtually identical to those involving the depression scale. Anxiety and depres-
sion are correlated .66 in this sample.
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Table 1. Means of Supportive and Negative Interaction with Spouse, Relatives, and Friends®
Total sample (N = 1,752) Male (n = 817) Female (n = 936)

Scale M SD M SD M SD
Spouse supportive .880 161 911 127 .852 182
Spouse negative 338 171 341 165 .335 177
Relative supportive .874 .188 .846 196 .897 177
Relative negative .436 223 413 .207 .456 233
Friend supportive .861 177 .813 .190 902 152
Friend negative 377 170 .388 172 367 .168

“Comparisons were significant at the .01 level for the following: Male versus female-spouse,
friend, relative supportive; friend, relative negative. Friend versus relative — supportive for
male; negative for male, female.

L. It is not possible to compare the relative magnitudes of the support scores
with those of the negative interaction scores in a rigorous way because the
two types of measures are based on nonparallel items. It is clear, nonethe-
less, that the means of all support scales are skewed toward the upper limit
of the range (with none having a mean less than 0.80 on scales with theoreti-
cal maxima of 1.0), while all the negative interaction scales have means skewed
toward the lower limit of the range (with none having a mean greater than
0.44 on scales with theoretical minima of 0.0). This same general pattern
has been observed in previous studies (Rook, 1984; Stephens et al., 1987).

In some ways this result is not surprising because we would expect rela-
tionships characterized by more negative interactions to be terminated or
minimized. With this thought in mind, it is interesting to note that the abso-
lute levels of negative interaction, as well as the ratio of negative to suppor-
tive interactions, were significantly higher (7 statistic) for relatives (0.44:0.87)
than for friends (0.38:0.86). This was true for both men and women, sug-
gesting that there is a general tendency for negative interactions to occur more
often in relationships that are not based on mutual attraction in the way that
friendships are determined.

Several sex differences are noteworthy. Men reported more supportive
interactions with their wives (0.91) than women did with their husbands (0.85).
This result is broadly consistent with evidence from the literature on mari-
tal satisfaction, which found that males report better relationships with their
wives than women do with their husbands (Veroff, Douvan, & Kulka, 1981),
and emphasized different types of supportive behaviors (Weiss, 1974).
Women, on the other hand, reported more supportive interactions than men
with their friends (0.90 for women and 0.81 for men). Finally, women report-
ed more interaction than men — both supportive and negative — with their rela-
tives. This result is consistent with evidence that women are more involved
than men in maintaining kin networks (Kessler, McLeod, & Wethington,
1985). Despite these variations across relationships and by sex of respondent,
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Table 11. Correlations of Supportive and Negative Interaction with Spouse, Rela-
tives, and Friends, and Depressed Mood, Separately for Male and Female®

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Depression — —.35 .39 — .18 .18 —.15 .19
2. Spouse supportive -.20 - - .64 A7 —.07 16 —.09
3. Spouse negative 32 —.53 - —.16 13 —-.10 .15
4. Relative supportive —.06 a1 -1 — —.25 27 —.06
5. Relative negative A1 —.07 19 —.01 — —.08 .38
6. Friend supportive -~.07 .18 .18 .19 .01 — -.01
7. Friend negative J4 -1 21 -.09 .37 .03 -

“Lower left = correlations for males; upper right = correlations for females.
Correlations of .04 or greater are significant at the .05 level.

the dominant pattern in these data was that supportive interactions occur
much more frequently than negative interactions for both men and women
across all relationships.

Linear correlations were computed for all pairs of the supportive and
negative interaction variables in order to examine the association between
support and negativity in relationships. The results of these calculations are
reported in Table II. Consistent with prior evidence, weak correlations exist
between supportive and negative interactions with friends (.03 among men
and — .01 among women), and with relatives among men (—.01). However,
a moderately strong relationship exists between supportive and negative in-
teractions with relatives among women (— .25) and substantial correlations
exist between supportive and negative interactions with spouse (— .53 among
men and — .64 among women). The latter result is consistent with evidence
reported by Abbey et al. (1985), who found a significant negative correla-
tion between amount of social support and amount of social conflict received
from only “the person closest to you” in a sample of university students.

The strong negative correlations for spouse interactions (— .53 for male
and — .54 for female) suggested that a particular individual is unlikely to
be the source of both high supportive and high negative interactions. The
absence of a significant correlation for friend interactions indicated that net-
works containing friends who are demanding, argumentative, and in other
ways negative in their interactions, are no more or less likely to contain sup-
portive friends. It is not clear why the correlation for relative interactions
should be so much larger among women (—.25) than men (—.01). It is con-
ceivable that interaction patterns with one particular relative influence pat-
terns with other relatives due to the high density of kin networks, and that
this reverberation occurs largely among women rather than men because wom-
en are more involved in relationships with relatives. More direct research on this
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Table III. Regression of Depression on Supportive and Nega-
tive Interaction with Spouse, Relatives, and Friends, Separate-
ly for Male and Female

Male Female
Scale b B b B
Spouse supportive ~0.32 —.04 -0.83" —.15
Spouse negative 1.46% .26 1.39¢ .24
Relative supportive -0.10 —-.02 -0.46" -.08
Relative negative 0.13 .03 0.40° .09
Friend supportive —0.08 -.02 -031 —.05
Friend negative 0.46% .09 0.54% .09
Constant -.39 .63
R? 11 19
n 781 908
F-ratio for equation 16.03 35.48

*Coefficient significant at the .05 level, two-tailed test.

issue is required before this possibility can be considered more than simple
speculation.®

Correlations across sources for support and for negativity were quite
variable. Most notably, frequency of negative interactions with relatives and
with friends were strongly correlated among both men (.37) and women (.38),
which implies that there may be general tendencies to experience or report
negativity. This pattern, however, was much weaker when comparing nega-
tive spouse interactions with other sources, which suggests that the parallel
questions for relatives and friends may be involved.

The Effects of Interaction on Psychological Distress

Muttiple regression equations documenting the associations between so-
cial interactions and depressed mood are presented in Table III separately
for men and women. The results are broadly consistent with previous ana-

°The obvious difficulty in making inferences about this issue from the data available here is
that respondents, when asked to assess interactions with categories of people, such as relatives
or friends, are implicitly required to average the various interpersonal relationships that are
part of each category. Previous reviews have noted that this approach to measurement makes
it impossible to know the reference person or persons for any particular response, nor to know
whether networks described as containing both supportive and negative components are made
up of individuals who are both supportive and negative or of different individuals who are
either exclusively supportive or exclusively negative (Hirsch, 1981; Wortman & Dunkel-Schetter,
1987).
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Table IV. Regression of Depression on Supportive and Negative Interaction with Spouse,
Relatives, and Friends— Buffering Effects Separately for Male and Female®

Male (n = 781) Female (n = 908)
Scale b B b ¢
Spouse
Supportive X Negative -2.36 —.34 0.07 .01

Relative
Supportive x Negative —1.60° -34 -2.26 — .45

Friend
Supportive X Negative -0.42 -.07 —1.66 —.26

Constant -2.13 —1.03
R? 12 21

Feratio for R? increment over a linear model 11.6¢ 25.77°

“Equation includes main effects reported in Table III.
bCoefficient significant at the .05 level, one-tailed test.
°R? increment significant at the .05 level.

lyses in that negative interactions are consistently associated with elevated
distress, supportive interactions are consistently associated with reduced
distress, and there is a trend for the associations involving negative interac-
tions to be somewhat stronger than those involving supportive interactions
(chiefly for interactions with spouse and friends). As in previous cross-
sectional studies of this sort, causal ambiguities regarding the influences of
social interactions and depression should be noted in interpreting these results.
That is, the causal ordering of low levels of support and high levels of dis-
tress, or perhaps more importantly of high levels of negativity and high lev-
els of distress, cannot be ascertained in these data.

For women all slopes were statistically significant with the exception
of support from friends, while for men only negative interactions with spouse
and friends were significant. There was a trend for women to be more affected
both positively and negatively than men by involvement in social relation-
ships. For both male and female, negative interaction with spouse had by
far the most pronounced effect on mental health (and/or depression may nega-
tively affect interactions with spouse); however, for women more frequent
supportive interaction with spouse was also significantly associated with lower
distress. The most dramatic gender differences can be seen regarding inter-
action with relatives. Frequencies of both supportive and negative interac-
tions with relatives had significant effects of similar magnitude on the mood
of women whereas neither of these effects was significant among men.
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Synergistic Effects of Supportive and Negative Interactions

Our data provide an opportunity to extend previous investigations of
the synergistic effects of supportive and negative interactions by separately
examining spouse, relative, and friend relations individually for men and for
women. The results of our analysis are presented in Table IV. The coeffi-
cients were the nonadditive effects on mood of supportive and negative in-
teractions with spouse, friends, and relatives, controlling for the main effects
of the separate component variables.*® The data show significant negative
multiplicative effects of interactions with relatives among both men and wom-
en. The negative sign of both coefficients suggests that social support from
relatives had a stronger effect on mood among respondents who have rela-
tionships with relatives that were characterized by high levels of negative in-
teraction. Another way to make sense of the coefficients is to say that
supportive interactions with relatives dampen the distress-producing effects
of negative interactions with relatives.

DISCUSSION

The analyses presented in this report replicate and extend previous
research on the joint effects of supportive and negative social interactions.
Consistent with earlier reports, we find that negative interactions are as im-
portant as, or in some cases more important, than supportive interactions for
depressed mood. These results argue that the absence of negative social in-
teractions is as important as social support for emotional functioning. It is
important to note that this is a sample of married persons, who are known
to have higher levels of support than the nonmarried. This may attenuate
the positive effects of support in these data. Nevertheless, given the consisten-
cy of this finding across studies, it is striking that support research on the
relationship between social interactions and mental health has almost entirely
concentrated on the health-promoting effects of social support. Our analy-
sis argues for a redirection of this research to encompass both the suppor-
tive and negative effects of social relationships.

The analyses presented here have done little more than take a first step
in this direction. We were not able to study the dimensionality of negative

*None of these interactions were reduced when polynomials of the component variables were
introduced as control variables. This demonstrates that the nonadditive or multiplicative effects
are not masking nonlinearities in the main effects of the component variables, which is an
otherwise plausible possibility (see Kessler, 1983).
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social interactions but, rather, worked with a broad scheme that combined
tensions, arguments, and criticisms into a single summary measure of over-
all exposure to negative interactions. A first step in future work must be to
investigate a more exhaustive inventory and determine whether a multidimen-
sional conception of negative social interactions improves our understand-
ing of their effects.

It would also be useful to follow the current social support literature
in thinking broadly about the negative functions of close relationships in much
the same way that positive or supportive functions have been considered
{Cohen & Syme, 1985). Four negative functions were proposed by Rook and
Pietromonaco (1987), including ineffective helping, excessive helping, nega-
tive regulation, and unpleasant interactions. Additional types of negativity
may be operating in close relationships (see Jung, 1987; and Shinn et al.,
1984). More conceptual work and attempts to operationalize these dimen-
sions should be important goals for the future.

Our substantive analyses also leave many questions unanswered. We
are far from understanding, for example, why supportive social interactions
are so much more commonly reported than negative interactions, and why
the ratio of supportive to negative interactions varies across relationships
and between men and women. (See also Rook and Pietromonaco, 1987, pp.
20-23, on “negative biases.”) Some preliminary insights into this issue were
obtained in the disaggregated analysis, which showed that negative interac-
tions are more likely to occur with relatives than with friends. This seems
reasonable because kin relations are more permanent and obligatory than
relationships with friends and cannot be terminated as easily in the presence
of negative interactions. Nevertheless, there is still much to learn about why
the ratio of supportive to negative interactions is much greater for some rela-
tionships than others. Interesting questions can be raised concerning struc-
tural characteristics associated with these ratios, as well as individual
differences within and across types of relationships.

The simultancous considerations of several different social relationships
also documents that interactions with one’s spouse are much more impor-
tant for emotional well-being than interactions with relatives or friends. This
is true for both men and women. Consistent with this results, Abbey et al.
(1985) found that negative interactions with “the person closest to you” was
by far the most important kind of social interaction for mood among univer-
sity students. Indirect evidence for the predominant significance of negativity
in the most intimate relationship can be found in the results of Ruehlman
and Wolchik (1988). Focusing on personal goals and interpersonal support
and hindrance, they observed that project hindrance by “the most impor-
tant person” was of special significance in accounting for variation in both
psychological distress and well-being. It is conceivable that much of the evi-
dence suggesting that access to a secure and intimate relationship with a con-



Supportive Interactions, Negative Interactions, and Depressed Mood 435

fidant promotes mental health (Brown & Harris, 1978) could be elaborated
usefully by introducing a consideration of negative interactions in such rela-
tionships.

It is significant that we found women to have more active relations than
men with their kin. There is also a trend for women to be more emotionally
responsive than men to negative kin interactions, which means that kin net-
works are somewhat more important for the emotional functioning of women
than men. More work is needed to understand the basis of these sex differ-
ence (Belle, 1982; Kessler & McLeod, 1984).

Another sex difference in these data is that, in terms of emotional func-
tioning, women appear to benefit somewhat more than men from suppor-
tive interactions with all three types of relationships. This means that the
greater exposure and emotional reactivity of women to negative interactions
is in part negated by the stronger healing effects of supportive interactions.
This conclusion is also in line with the results of Wethington and Kessler
(1986), who suggested that the stress-buffering effect of social support may
be somewhat stronger among women than men. Previous reviews of the so-
cial support literature have noted sex differences (House, Umberson, & Lan-
dis, 1988), but no systematic research has been done to determine why they exist.
There is reason to think that sex differences in interpersonal sensitivity might be
involved, that women share the joys and sorrows of their loved ones more vividly
than men, thus explaining why both supportive and negative social interactions
affect the emotional well-being of women more strongly than men (Wethington,
McLeod, & Kessler, 1987). Explicit meaurement and testing of such ideas are
required to take theorizing in this area beyond the current stage of speculation.

Finally, more research is needed to investigate the provocative finding
of synergistic effects of supportive and negative interactions with relatives
in predicting mood. Although the direct effects of negative versus suppor-
tive interactions are more strongly related to distress, these nonadditive ef-
fects indicate that social support nevertheless has an influence on emotional
functioning, which is notably in the presence of negativity. One possible ex-
planation is that negative interactions are potent stresses that are, to some
degree, buffered by supportive interactions. If this is so, then it would be
useful to know whether this happens through a process of appraisal in which
the negative interaction is seen as less serious if the person with whom this
interaction occurs is also someone who is supportive. We have indirect evi-
dence to suggest that something of this sort occurs in the case of arguments,
which generally are less distressing if they occur with a close loved one than
with someone who is less well known (Bolger, DeLongis, & Kessler, 1988),
seemingly because a context of basic trust and caring creates an appraisal
of the argument as less likely to pose a serious threat. More disaggregated
analysis is now required to determine whether the same kinds of modifying
effects occur for other sources of negative interactions.
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There is evidence that other types of appraisals and processes may be oper-
ating. Pagel et al. (1987) found “negative buffering” effects when assessing
interactions at the network (aggregated) level; that is, upsetting interactions
with network members appeared to be more distressing when they daparted
from a general pattern of helpful network interactions, and that all of these
effects influence depression (at least in part) via satisfaction with network
support. Clearly, more refined disaggregated analyses and analyses of inter-
action processes are required to decipher these effects. Such analyses are ex-
tremely important because they document in a very direct way that an
understanding of social support effects depends centrally on the amount of
negativity in relationships with those who are providing the support. This
demonstrates clearly that future research on social support needs to consider
both supportive and negative aspects of social relationships at the same time.
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