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Adult development and social experiences are intertwined, which has implications for 

social policy, health, and well-being across the lifespan.  This dissertation explores the benefit 

and risk that close social partners bring to adults’ lives, and the efficacy and consequences of 

engaging social resources to maintain well-being in the face of variability and change in their 

proximal and distal social environments. 

 The first study, using a life course perspective and a macro analytic lens, traced 

experiences of financial loss in middle adulthood during the 2008 recession.  Using the 2006 and 

2010 waves of the Health and Retirement Study (n = 1,881; age range = 51 – 60 years), this 

study used conditional change models and path analysis to examine the extent to which 



 

increasing household complexity, giving help, receiving help, and relationship quality promoted 

or hindered the capacity to maintain a sense of control in the face of financial loss.  Experiencing 

financial loss was directly associated with decreased control and giving help, and increased 

household complexity and receiving help.  Experiences of financial loss indirectly decreased 

control through increased household complexity and decreased giving help.  Although the 

experience of financial loss was distributed across differences in income and education, social 

resources patterned the engagement of interpersonal resources, which translated to engagement 

patterns that could compromise the sense of control.  However, change in relationship quality, 

which did not systematically differ across experiences of financial loss, created pathways to 

support or hinder maintaining a sense of control while engaging interpersonal resources. 

 The second study, informed by lifespan developmental theory and developmental 

systems theory, applied a micro analytic lens to closely examine the within-person processes that 

connect daily interactions within the social convoy to emotional well-being in older adulthood. 

Using data from the Personal Understanding of Life and Social Experiences Project, this study 

linked older adults’ (N = 99; age mean = 63.29, SD = 7.93) satisfaction with their five closest 

social partners to daily experiences of positive and negative affect across 100 days.  Multivariate 

multilevel models suggest that older adults’ daily affect is more sensitive to the quality of daily 

interactions with closest compared to other social partners.  The relative strength of positive and 

negative affect sensitivity also varied within levels of closeness.  Negative affect was relatively 

more sensitive to interactions with the closest social partner, and positive affect was relatively 

more sensitive to interactions with other close social partners.  This study also found emotional 

sensitivity to vary within individuals.  Satisfying contact with other social partners dampened 

emotional sensitivity to the closest social partner on that day.  These patterns differed across 

overall levels of contact satisfaction.  Those with lower overall satisfaction had higher emotional 



 

sensitivity, and were less able to regulate the sensitivity of positive affect. 

 Together, the findings from these studies suggest that: (a) how individuals engage their 

interpersonal resources in response to loss can facilitate or hinder the maintenance of control and 

well-being; (b) the strategies that individuals engage vary by the presence or absence of 

socioeconomic and socioemotional resources; and (c) social partners contribute to both 

emotional reaction and recovery, but this sensitivity can be up and down regulated by reaching 

out to other close social partners.  Relationships with others therefore contribute to well-being by 

supporting (or hindering) the regulation of self, actions, and emotions.  Regulation through close 

interpersonal ties illustrates a process that links developmental and life course trajectories.   
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 Understanding the processes by which individuals contribute to their development, and the ebb 

and flow of this potential across lifespans and within the context of distal social forces is foundational 

to the study of adult development and aging (Brandstädter, 2006; Ford & Lerner, 1992; Havighurst, 

1956; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Nesselroade & Baltes, 1974; Neugarten, Havighurst, & Tobin, 

1968; Riley, 1987).  Through their daily actions, individuals act within their inner and outer social 

worlds, which are continuously changing and shifting underfoot.  Through this lens, development is 

multifaceted, multidimensional, and multidirectional.  Successful development involves the growth and 

maintenance of the capacity for adaptation to facilitate progress towards individuals’ developmental 

goals (Baltes, 1987; Carver & Scheier, 1998; Hooker, 1999; Markus & Nurius, 1986).  The phenotype 

of successful development and aging is therefore specific to individuals, their histories, biology, and 

environments.  Nevertheless, the capacity to intentionally develop within these contexts varies not only 

across individuals, but also within individuals over time (Baltes, 1987; Dannefer, 1999; Heckhausen, 

2001; Hooker & McAdams, 2003).   

 Human lives, development, and the capacity to adapt and exert influence over the environment 

cannot be decoupled from social experience and connectedness with others.  Individuals’ actions are 

intertwined in both their responsibility and attachment to their close social partners and also within the 

greater social structure that is shaped by culture, policy, and family (Hagestad, 2003; Lang & 

Heckhausen, 2006; Neugarten, 1974; Plath, 1980).  From birth, infants look to their caregivers to 

regulate their selves and emotions to understand the meaning in the world that surrounds them (Fabes, 

Gaertner, & Popp, 2006).  As they grow, young children continue to learn and develop through their 

interactions.  Social partners provide a scaffolding role and assist children in extending beyond their 

capabilities (Vygotsky, 1978).  In adulthood, individuals contribute to shaping their network of close 

social relationships through ongoing attention to partner selection, exchanges of support, and selecting 
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and working towards social goals (Carstensen, 1992; Lang, 2001; Neugarten et al., 1968; Rook, 

Mavandadi, Sorkin, & Zettel, 2007).  Maintaining close and supportive social bonds is related to health 

and well-being in older adulthood, but the resources required to maintain close relationships influence 

the life trajectories of individuals and those who are close to them (Elder, 1974; Kahn & Antonucci, 

1980; Plath, 1980).      

 The social experience also embodies larger social institutions such as family, education, work, 

gender, and age, which are socially constructed and self-replicate and evolve through individuals’ 

actions (Dannefer, 1999; Giddens, 1984; Mead, 1934; Merton, 1936).  These social structures shape not 

only individuals’ understanding of their selves and the environment, but also their expectations and 

desire to maintain control over their lives (Bandura, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991) and interact with 

others (George, 1983; Markus & Wurf, 1987; Mead, 1934).  Developing and maintaining the capacity 

to intentionally develop in older adulthood within a changing social environment therefore involves 

attention to the push and pull from both outer (distal) and inner (proximal) social worlds.   

 This dissertation brings together two studies that consider the benefits and consequences of 

increasing and decreasing connectedness with others to maintain well-being by examining adults’ 

engagement of interpersonal resources in the context of change and day-to-day variability in their distal 

and proximal social environments.  The first study, using a life course perspective and a macro analytic 

lens of change, traces experiences of financial loss in middle adulthood during the 2008 recession to 

change in sense of control and interdependence with others.  This study then examines the extent to 

which engaging interpersonal resources facilitates or hinders the capacity to maintain a sense of control, 

and variation in these patters across the presence and absence of socioeconomic resources.  The second 

study, informed by theories of lifespan development and developmental systems, applies a micro 

analytic lens of within-person processes and intraindividual variability to closely examine the 
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interpersonal dynamics of maintaining emotional well-being in the face of day-to-day variation in the 

quality of social experiences with older adults’ closest social partners.  This study then examines the 

potential to amplify or dampen emotional sensitivity to daily experiences by reach out to others, and 

variation in this social regulatory process across differences in socioemotional resources.  

1.1   Self-Regulation, Social Worlds, and Interpersonal Resources 

 Action theories of life-span development (Brandstädter, 2006; Ford & Lerner, 1992; 

Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995) link developmental processes to proximal and distal social forces through 

the internal gyroscope of self-regulation (Bolkan & Hooker, 2012).  Through self-regulatory processes, 

individuals set goals, evaluate their selves in comparison to that goal, and respond by investing 

resources to reduce (or increase) the discrepancy between their current and desired position (Carver & 

Scheier, 1998; Higgins, 1989; Hooker, 1999).  As a process by which individuals produce their own 

development within the context of social and biological opportunities and constraints (Brandstädter, 

2006; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel, 1981), intentional self-development 

highlights the importance of both proximal and distal social environments.  

 Self-regulation, by its definition, requires that individuals use resources such as effort (Lang, 

Wagner, Wrzus, & Neyer, 2013), future time perspective (Lang & Carstensen, 2002), cognition (T. M. 

Hess & Ennis, 2012), and social position (Dannefer, 2003; Mroczek et al., 2006) to intentionally 

regulate action towards an adaptive end (Baltes, 1987; Carver & Scheier, 1998; Hooker, 1999).  

Through the regulation of partner selection, interactions with others, and the quality and frequency of 

exchanges, adults engage in social regulatory processes that facilitate maintaining well-being in the 

face of variability and change in their environments (Carstensen, Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999; 

Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2009; Lang, 2001; Mejía & Hooker, 2013b).  Well-being is a multifaceted 

construct, and the studies presented in this dissertation present two dimensions: sense of control and 
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emotional well-being.  Sense of control reflects individuals’ perceived capacity to influence the 

environment (Bandura, 2001), and is associated with maintaining cognitive, physical, and mental health 

across adulthood and into old age (Ferguson & Goodwin, 2010; Gerstorf, Röcke, & Lachman, 2011; 

Infurna & Gerstorf, 2013; Lachman, Neupert, & Agrigoroaei, 2011; Lachman & Weaver, 1998).  The 

first study considers change in two dimensions of sense of control: personal mastery and perceived 

constraints.  Personal mastery reflects the perception that one is able to influence the environment in 

order to facilitate goal achievement.  Perceived constraints represents the perception that forces outside 

of one’s control are blocking the ability to work towards and achieve meaningful goals (Lachman & 

Weaver, 1998; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).   

 Emotional well-being is measured in the second study as the level of positive and negative 

affect across 100 days, and explores well-being from the perspective an emotional system the responds 

appropriately to individuals’ daily experiences (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Fredrickson, 1998).  

Importantly, well-being is more than simply chasing positive emotions and avoiding negative 

experiences.  Other important dimensions of well-being, which are unfortunately beyond the scope of 

this dissertation, reflect psychological development in older adulthood, which can at times be in 

conflict with momentary experiences of emotional well-being (Ryff, 1989, 1995).  

1.1.1   Variation in the Efficacy of Social Regulatory Processes 

 An underlying assumption of intentional self-development and the general efficacy of self-

regulation is that individuals possess the capacity to regulate their lives to support their well-being by 

composing, working towards, and achieving self-relevant goals (Hooker, 1999).  Both life-span (Baltes, 

1987) and life course (Elder, 1975) perspectives acknowledge the interplay between sociohistorical 

context and the capacity to change and adapt to change in the environment.  The two perspectives 

differ, however, in their focus.  Life-span psychology, grounded in the conception of development as a 
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life-long process of regulating gains and losses within the context of culture and sociohistorical time, 

focuses on the processes by which individuals maintain well-being by adapting to change and loss in 

domains such as health, interpersonal relationships, and identity.  The life course perspective, in 

contrast, examines the pathways by which macro forces and sociohistorical events impact the lives and 

development of individuals and their social partners.  However, the focus is on how social forces 

influence mean-level changes in populations.  The studies in this dissertation examine individuals’ 

efforts to maintain well-being within the context of the push and pull of their distal and proximal social 

worlds.  From a distal perspective, the first study examines the impact of an unexpected financial loss 

during the 2008 recession on individuals’ sense of control.  The second study, from a micro 

perspective, considers the extent to which it’s possible to intensify or decrease emotional sensitivity to 

social experiences on a given day.   

 Life course sociologists use the term agency to describe individuals’ ability to actively 

participate in shaping their life trajectories (Hitlin & Elder, 2007; Marshall & Clarke, 2010).  

Importantly, agency is a characteristic that varies across individuals and contexts, as well as within 

individuals across contexts.  For example, individuals with more resources are better equipped to 

regulate their actions.  Their goal options are more expansive, their reference points are aligned with 

societal norms and institutions, and the structure of their daily lives allows for more time to 

intentionally self-develop (Dannefer, 1999, 2003; Friedmann & Havighurst, 1977).  Agency also varies 

across sociohistorical periods (Hareven, 1994; Kohli, 1994; Meyer, 1986).  Currently, although the life 

course provides a general age-based structure of education, occupation, and retirement, trajectories are 

becoming more individualized and therefore contingent on characteristics of the individual (Giddens, 

1991; Heinz, 2003).  The emphasis on personal responsibility and individual achievement both 

facilitates and requires the development of self-efficacy, a dimension of agency that reflects 
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individuals’ perceived capacity achieve goals through personal actions (Bandura, 2001; Hitlin & 

Elder, 2007; Meyer, 1986).  In a historical time where institutions of family, career trajectories, and 

retirement are largely self-defined (Cherlin, 2004; Giddens, 1991), believing in one’s potential to 

achieve goals through actions (self-efficacy) becomes essential to successfully identify and follow 

favorable life course trajectories (Caspi & Moffitt, 1993; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999).  Finally, the 

ability to actively shape life trajectories through action is differentially distributed across age-graded 

roles (Hagestad, 1990).  Responsibilities for others and anticipation of retirement heighten attachment 

to one’s career in mid-life, and therefore constrain opportunities to exert influence by taking on risk or 

changing careers.  In contrast, developmental and legal constraints constrict children’s capacity to 

shape their lives.  Similarly, toward the end of the life diminished physiological reserves deplete the 

capacity to self-regulate, which leaves individuals especially vulnerable to environmental perturbations 

(Fried et al., 2001; Gerstorf & Ram, 2012).   

 Life-span psychologists focus on how individuals respond to changes in their capacity to adapt 

and exert influence over their environment.  Indeed, the basic tenant of life-span psychology is that 

development is a gain/loss dynamic that individuals regulate through engaging biological and cultural 

resources (Baltes, Reese, & Nesselroade, 1977; Baltes, 1987).  Individuals maintain control by either 

regulating their environments (primary control) or their perceptions, goals, and expectations (secondary 

control) (Heckhausen & Schultz, 1995).  When capacity to directly influence the environment 

decreases, which could be due to circumstances such declining physiological capabilities or 

developmental deadlines, adapting to processes of secondary control is associated with a higher sense 

of well-being (Hall, Chipperfield, Heckhausen, & Perry, 2010; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999).  Specific 

to social relations, the nature of socioemotional goals appears to change across the lifespan.  In part as a 

function of shortened future-time perspectives, individuals begin to prioritize emotional closeness over 
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novelty as they age (Carstensen, 1992).  Similarly, individuals regulate social relationships to be 

supportive of well-being by using both primary and secondary control strategies (Lang & Heckhausen, 

2006; Lang, 2001).  Primary strategies include selecting social partners and minimizing exposure to 

negative interactions (Akiyama, Antonucci, Takahashi, & Langfahl, 2003).  Secondary strategies 

include appraisals of interactions, and regulating one’s contributions (e.g. deference [Beel-Bates, 

Ingersoll-Dayton, & Nelson, 2007]) to social interactions (Jopp & Schmitt, 2010; Sorkin & Rook, 

2006).  By engaging in these strategies, older adults are to an extent able to optimize their social 

relationships in an effort to accommodate changes that are beyond their control (Rook et al., 2007).   

1.1.2   Proximal and Distal Social Forces 

 The studies presented in this dissertation consider how proximal and distal social forces may 

facilitate or hinder individuals’ capacity to maintain well-being.  Life-span psychology draws attention 

to how individuals develop in the context of their proximal social environments.  These relationships 

contribute to the development of self (Higgins, 1989; Mead, 1934), regulatory processes (McClelland, 

Ponitz, Messersmith, & Tominey, 2010), and social competencies (Fabes et al., 2006).  Development 

across the lifespan is intertwined with close social partners.  Through collaborative problem solving 

(Hoppmann & Blanchard-Fields, 2011; Strough, McFall, Flinn, & Schuller, 2008), goal setting 

(Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013), and coping (Smith et al., 2009), close social partners are linked in their 

day-to-day emotions and developmental trajectories (Butler, 2011; Walker, Luszcz, Gerstorf, & 

Hoppmann, 2011).  These connections present both strength and vulnerability.  On the one hand, close 

social ties are linked to reduced mortality (House, Robbins, & Metzner, 1982), higher cognition 

(Blanchard-Fields, Horhota, & Mienaltowski, 2008), and more positive health behaviors (Umberson & 

Montez, 2010).  On the other hand, close social ties can transmit stress (Thompson & Bolger, 1999), 

exacerbate pain (Druley, Stephens, Martire, Ennis, & Wojno, 2003; Holtzman & DeLongis, 2007), 
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amplify the impact of daily negative experiences (DeLongis, Capreol, Holtzman, O’Brien, & 

Campbell, 2004), and negatively impact emotional well-being (Newsom, Rook, Nishishiba, Sorkin, & 

Tyrae, 2005; Rook, 1984).   

 Social structure creates a framework within which individuals intentionally self-regulate their 

actions through engaging and disengaging their interpersonal resources.  Structure is comprised of 

relatively stable patterns of opportunities and constraints that are provided within roles, interpersonal 

relationships, and patterns of interaction (Alwin, 1995).  Age-graded roles, family, and work are 

examples of structures that define roles and patterns of action and interaction.  Structure also 

differentially distributes power and opportunity (Giddens, 1984; Settersten & Gannon, 2005), and is 

shaped by individuals’ actions and historical events (Riley, 1987).  A life course perspective highlights 

individuals’ trajectories through social structures over time.  For example, it is within the social 

structure of family, which itself changes over time, that individuals embody roles that guide how they 

interact with others (Hagestad, 2003; Hareven, 1994).  Age also carries with it expectations for 

behavior, normative responsibilities, as well as opportunities and constraints (Hagestad, 1990; 

Neugarten, 1972b).  Because these structures change over time, successive cohorts experience age and 

family differently (Riley, 1987).   

 In spite of its ubiquity, structure is actually difficult to measure.  Behavior, perceptions, and 

psychological processes vary across characteristics of the individual such as gender, race, and 

socioeconomic status, and these categories are often used as proxies for structure (Settersten & Gannon, 

2005).  This type of analysis risks broad generalizations, and because characteristics such as race and 

gender are constant, individuals’ response to change in social structure cannot be examined (Moen & 

Wethington, 1992).  Historical events such as the great depression (Elder, 1974), the reunification of 

Germany (Diewald, Goedicke, & Mayer, 2006), or the demise of industry (Elder & Hareven, 1994) 
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provide opportunities to link the macro forces of social structure to change in individuals’ lives 

(Settersten & Gannon, 2005).  This dissertation uses the historical event of the 2008 recession to 

examine the extent to which middle-aged adults’ adaptations to unexpected financial loss facilitates or 

hinders the ability to maintain a perception of control.    

1.1.3   Macro and Micro Perspectives on Change and Variability  

 Attention to proximal and distal social forces highlights the idea that conceptions of time are 

scalable, and dimensions of development change under varying time scales (Nesselroade, 1990; Ram, 

Gerstorf, Fauth, Zarit, & Malmberg, 2010; Ram & Gerstorf, 2009).  Trajectories of development, and 

the long-term consequences of an event across populations are suited for a macro temporal lens.  The 

macro temporal lens, which spans years and decades, facilitates the analysis of individual trajectories of 

change, and between-person differences in those trajectories (Alwin, 1995; Diewald et al., 2006; Elder 

& Conger, 1994).  Micro timeframes, which span hours, days, weeks, and months, are better suited for 

examining developmental processes such as self and emotion regulation (e.g. Hooker, Choun, Mejía, 

Pham, & Metoyer, 2013; Neupert, Almeida, & Charles, 2007; Saxbe & Repetti, 2010), and 

developmental characteristics such as between-person differences in the lability of daily emotions or 

progress towards goals (Ko, Mejía, & Hooker, 2013; Röcke, Li, & Smith, 2009).  

 The studies presented in this dissertation examine regulating well-being and connectedness with 

others in the context of proximal and distal social forces in approximately the same historical period.  

To study social regulatory processes from a macro perspective, the first study will apply a macro 

temporal lens to examine change in later middle-aged adults’ sense of control and engagement of 

interpersonal resources following the 2008 recession.  Middle adulthood was chosen for this study 

because at this life period individuals are invested and settled in their careers and mindful of their 

future retirement (Ekerdt, 2010; Neugarten, 1968).  Middle-aged adults are also attentive to their 
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children’s launch into adulthood and their parents’ decline in independence and health (Connidis, 

2010; Igarashi, Hooker, Coehlo, & Manoogian, 2013).  The experience of the 2008 recession on a 

middle-aged population therefore provides an opportunity to examine how a population that is 

grounded in their plans and also strongly linked to others adapts to unexpected change. 

 To study the regulation of connectedness from a micro perspective, the second study examines 

how individuals regulate emotional sensitivity to daily interactions with their closest social partners.  

This study examines social regulatory processes in a population of healthy young older adults.  Older 

adulthood is an appropriate time to study social regulatory processes from a micro analytic perspective 

because during this life period, emotional closeness is more salient (Carstensen et al., 1999), and close 

relationships often reflect extended shared life trajectories (Adams & Blieszner, 1995).  By applying a 

micro perspective, the second study will link older adults’ positive and negative emotions to daily 

satisfaction with their closest social partners.  Sensitivity to interpersonal experiences is known to vary 

across individuals (Mejía & Hooker, 2013a, 2013b), where those who are less sensitive to their social 

experiences are expected to be more capable of maintaining emotional well-being in the face of varying 

daily experiences.  The second study also considers the potential for older adults to regulate their 

emotional sensitivity to satisfaction with their closest social partner by reaching out to others.  By 

applying a micro analytic lens, the second study will therefore be positioned to examine the potential 

processes by which individuals could maintain emotional well-being in the face of the unexpected 

stressful events such as the experiences of financial loss examined in the first study.  

1.2   Summary 

In summary, this dissertation, using two independent datasets, presents the regulation of well-

being and connectedness with others from macro and micro perspectives.  Both studies investigate the 

use of social resources to maintain well-being in response to variation and change in the environment.  
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The first study considers from a macro prospective, whether increasing interdependence through 

engaging interpersonal resources in response to the 2008 recession facilitates or hinders maintaining a 

sense of control.  The second study, from a micro perspective, draws from theories of lifespan 

development (Baltes, 1987; Lerner & Busch-Rossnagel, 1981), and self-regulation (Carver & Scheier, 

1998; Ford & Lerner, 1992) to understand close social relationships as both a stabilizing and 

destabilizing force in daily life.  Together, these complementary studies closely consider the potential 

and limitations of engaging social resources to maintain well-being in the face of change and 

variability, and the consequences and benefits of connectedness for adults and those who are close to 

them.  
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Chapter 2 

Enduring the Great Recession in Late Midlife: Adaptive Strategies and Maintaining a Sense of Control 

 

Shannon Mejía, Karen Hooker, Michelle Odden, and Richard Settersten 
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 The Great Recession, spanning from 2007 to 2009 either directly or indirectly touched the lives 

of many within the United States.  Between January of 2008 and February of 2010, 8.8 million lost 

their jobs (Goodman & Mance, 2011).  Real personal income declined by 6 percent, and net household 

wealth fell by 15 percent (Moore & Palumbo, 2010).  Beyond the depth of loss, the 2008 recession 

made manifest latent uncertainty underlying individuals’ and families’ anticipations of an expectable 

and dependable life course (Neugarten, 1969).  The 2008 recession’s breadth left no economic sector 

untouched, even among educated, middle class, middle age workers, who were resilient to economic 

fluctuations over the last 30 years (Goodman & Mance, 2011).  The promise of continued growing 

home values (Byun, 2010) and the historic resiliency of professional careers and job security at middle 

age (Farber, 2011) were no longer infallible.  Although immediate effects of the recession affected the 

lives of the young and unskilled workers most profoundly (Goodman & Mance, 2011), those in later 

middle age, with concern for their present and future selves, children, and parents, were affected in 

ways that may potentially reverberate throughout society. 

 This study examines the extent to which adults in later midlife are able to maintain a sense of 

control in the face of experiencing substantial financial loss during the 2008 recession by increasing the 

independence with others through activating their interpersonal resources.  The study continues by 

considering whether change in household complexity, giving and receiving help to others, and 

perceived support and strain with spouses, children, other relatives, and friends may facilitate or hinder 

maintaining a sense of control.  These responses to financial loss and their consequences are examined 

in a nationally representative sample of adults in later mid-life, which is a life-period when individuals 

are simultaneously at the height of their careers (George & Gold, 1989; Sterns & Huyck, 2001), 

attentive to their children’s adult lives (Connidis, 2010), confronted with the aging of their own parents 

(Connidis & Kemp, 2008), and contemplating their own eventual retirement (Ekerdt, Kosloski, & 
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Deviney, 2000; Friedmann & Havighurst, 1977; Neugarten, 1969).  Financial disruptions at this 

juncture in the life course are especially meaningful because the time to make up for financial losses is 

limited. 

2.1 Activating Interpersonal Resources to Maintain a Sense of Control  

 Through setting and working towards goals (Bolkan & Hooker, 2012; Hooker, 1999) and the 

careful management of social (Bourdieu, 1985) and interpersonal (Lang & Heckhausen, 2006) 

resources, individuals strive to maintain a sense of control in their lives (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & 

Schulz, 2010; Neugarten, 1972a).  Two salient dimensions of control are perceived constraints and 

personal mastery.  Perceived constraints reflect barriers that individuals perceive to be beyond their 

control and also hinder their ability to obtain their goals.  In contrast, personal mastery represents 

individuals’ perceptions of efficacy or capacity to work towards and achieve their goals (Lachman & 

Weaver, 1998; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978).  The sense of control is a relatively stable trait-like 

characteristic of the individual that decreases significantly, on average, with increasing age (Wolinsky, 

Wyrwich, Babu, Kroenke, & Tierney, 2003).  Maintaining a sense of control is associated with 

maintaining cognitive, physical, and mental health across adulthood and into old age (Ferguson & 

Goodwin, 2010; Gerstorf et al., 2011; Infurna & Gerstorf, 2013; Lachman et al., 2011; Lachman & 

Weaver, 1998).  Although the sense of control is relatively stable, the capacity to maintain control 

varies across the life course (Dannefer, 1999; Hitlin & Elder, 2007).  Individuals maintain a sense of 

control within the context of varying capacity to exert influence by regulating not only physical and 

interpersonal environments (e.g. reducing or simplifying), but also personal goals, strategies, and 

expectations (Brandstädter, 2006; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Heckhausen, 2011).   

 Perceptions of control are also linked to distal social forces.  The sense of control is grounded in 

the anticipation of an expectable and dependable life course (Neugarten, 1969).  Based on these 
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expectations, individuals maintain control by selecting (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999), working 

towards (Hooker, 1999), and appraising progress (Settersten & Hagestad, 1996) towards their 

meaningful goals.  Individuals navigate their life courses following blueprints that reflect their times 

(Elder, 1974; Riley, 1978), age-graded norms and social structures (Hagestad & Neugarten, 1985), and 

interdependence with proximal social partners (Dannefer, 1999; Hagestad, 2003; Lang & Heckhausen, 

2006; Plath, 1980).  Therefore, it is not surprising that in countries with a stronger welfare state, the 

onset of decline in the sense of control is delayed (Slagsvold & Sørensen, 2013).  The purpose of this 

study is to examine change in the sense of control in the face of uncertainty by exploring whether 

increasing interdependence through activating interpersonal resources facilitates or hinders the capacity 

to maintain a sense of control following financial loss during the 2008 recession.   

2.1.1 The Recession in Late Midlife  

 A life course perspective emphasizes the importance of timing, or when historical events 

occurred during the life course.  Late midlife is a life period where profound unanticipated change may 

undermine the capacity to maintain a sense of control.  Midlife is a life period characterized by power 

and stability as well as strain and latent vulnerability.  For those in late middle age, which for the 

purpose of this study is defined as age 50 to 60 (Staudinger & Bluck, 2001), retirement is imminent, 

children are likely to be grown with dependents of their own, and occupations are typically more 

secure.  In this sense, middle-aged adults are the most secure and powerful.  But midlife is potentially 

also a time of vulnerability.  The proximity of retirement hinders recovery from loss in employment, 

income, and assets (Ekerdt, 2010).  Interdependencies with children also heighten vulnerability in later 

midlife (Hagestad, 2003).  The children of adults in late midlife are especially likely to have 

experienced considerable loss during the great recession.  Not only were younger adults more likely to 

lose their jobs (Farber, 2011), but the timing of their home purchases during the 2000s left them more 
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likely to have less equity in their houses at the time of the recession (Chakrabarti, Lee, van der 

Klaauw, & Zafar, 2011).  In tough times, middle aged parents generally attempt buffer the effects of 

financial loss on the well-being of their children (George & Gold, 1989; Igarashi et al., 2013; Swartz, 

2009).  Therefore, experiencing financial loss in middle adulthood may be especially difficult because 

it would be more difficult to help others.      

2.1.2 Increasing Interdependence by Activating Interpersonal Resources  

 Interpersonal relationships provide resources that individuals actively build and nurture in an 

effort to meet their changing needs across the life course (Antonucci, Fiori, Birditt, & Jackey, 2010; 

Lang & Heckhausen, 2006).  In this study we focus on two methods of increasing interdependence 

among network members: household complexity and exchanges related to giving help to and receiving 

help from others.   

 Household Complexity.  Households become more complex as individuals move beyond the 

primary family (parents and dependent children) and coalesce to share housing resources (Elliott, 

Young, & Dye, 2011; Mykyta & Macartney, 2012).  Household complexity is a malleable resource.  By 

increasing the complexity of their households, families are able to reduce the cost of living by sharing 

resources and also support the needs of family members.  Although households in general remain 

individualized compared to historical family forms (Cherlin, 1983; Elder & Hareven, 1994; Merchant, 

Gratton, & Gutmann, 2012), families currently house adult children (DaVanzo & Goldscheider, 1990; 

Smits, Van Gaalen, & Mulder, 2010), other family members (Glick & Van Hook, 2011) and 

occasionally boarders (Mykyta & Macartney, 2012).   

 Giving and Receiving help.  The modern family extends beyond the household (Cherlin, 2010), 

and individuals within families work collectively to attend to the present and plan for the future (Elder, 

1981; Hareven, 1996; Moen & Wethington, 1992).  Giving and receiving help represents bidirectional 
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financial and in-kind exchanges such as child care, running errands, and home maintenance (Swartz, 

2009).  Families can regulate interdependence by increasing or decreasing their exchanges, and also 

through relaxing or tightening their definitions of kin and role responsibilities (Allen, Blieszner, & 

Roberto, 2011; Burton, Obeidallah, & Allison, 1996; Hareven, 1982).  Bidirectional exchanges increase 

interdependency within kin networks (Hagestad, 2003) and can influence important family decisions 

such as geographic relocation (Deluca & Dayton, 2009), career choices (Mattingly & Smith, 2010), and 

fertility decisions (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007). 

 Relationship quality.  Although interdependence can assist families to better reach economies of 

scale (Winters, Stecklov, & Todd, 2009), tightly intertwined lives can heighten emotional strain and 

conflict in relationships, especially in times of financial strain (Aytaç & Rankin, 2009; Conger et al., 

1990; Hraba, Lorenz, & Pechačová, 2000).  The renegotiation of social roles in interdependent kin 

networks may also require reconciling inconsistencies between lived lives and established social norms 

(Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Igarashi et al., 2013), which draws attention to the importance of social 

strain, as well as social support,.  

2.1.3 Differentiating Patterns of Adaptation  

 How individuals adapt to financial loss and the consequences of their adaptive strategies are 

likely to vary across their experiences of loss.  In this study we compare losing income to losing assets, 

and also consider how individuals’ responses may vary in the presence and absence of financial and 

educational resources.   

 Losing income compared to losing assets.  Income and wealth exist in distinct temporal frames.  

Although economic theory suggests that consumers behave with anticipation of their lifelong earnings 

(Keynes, 1936), income is present-oriented because it attends to immediate financial needs and 

obligations such as housing, food, and day-to-day expenses.  Loss in income therefore affects daily 
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lives, and requires nearly immediate adaptation (Yeung & Hofferth, 1998).  Saving, on the other 

hand, exists in a future-oriented sphere.  Individuals build assets based on future-driven motives such as 

retirement, precaution, independence, lifecycle, bequeathing, and saving up for desires (Keynes, 1936).  

Losing assets may be less likely to influence adaptive action, as absent a loss in income, a family can 

continue to pay its bills.  The loss of assets, however, may hinder other actions.  For example, in a 

housing downturn, homeownership is associated with a decrease in divorce (Farnham, Schmidt, & 

Sevak, 2011), whereas loss in income is associated with an increased risk of divorce (Conger et al., 

1990).  Although the findings are mixed, losing in assets may also impede families’ ability to move 

(Conger et al., 1990; Yeung & Hofferth, 1998).   

 Income and Education.  Adaptation strategies also reflect the resources available to families 

(Elder & Conger, 1994; Hareven, 1982; Stack, 1974).  Patterns of adapting through activating social 

resources should therefore vary across income and educational strata.  Because income and education 

are distinct and often only moderately correlated (Duncan & Magnuson, 2002), the proposed study will 

examine the stratification of activating interpersonal resources across income and education separately.    

2.1.4 Research Aims 

 Individuals’ sense of control is multifaceted (Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Pearlin & Schooler, 

1978), linked to interpersonal relationships and the social context, and regulated through intentional 

actions across the lifespan (Brandstädter, 2006; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999; Lang & Heckhausen, 

2006).  Using a nationally representative sample, this study examines change in late middle-aged 

adults’ sense of control, household complexity, network interdependency, and relationship quality 

across exposure to a substantial drop in income and assets during the 2008 recession.  This study 

addresses the following aims:  
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 The first aim of our research is to understand the extent to which change in the sense of control 

and interpersonal resources differs systematically across experiences of loss in income and assets 

during the 2008 recession, and how this change differs across socioeconomic resources.  Building on 

previous research on adaptation to structural change (Diewald et al., 2006; Elder & Conger, 1994; Elder 

& Hareven, 1994; Elder, 1974), we expect that both household complexity as well as the number of 

giving and receiving exchanges will increase, and the sense of control will decrease among those who 

experienced substantial financial loss.  Following previous research of families under financial strain 

(Aytaç & Rankin, 2009; Conger et al., 1990), we expect that the quality of relationships will be more 

strained among those who experienced loss.  Finally, we anticipate that the impact of experiencing loss 

will be dampened among those with higher socioeconomic resources.  

 The second aim of this study is to explore how activating of interpersonal resources in response to 

financial loss and change in the quality of relationships with spouses, children, other family members 

and friends may be associated with change in perceived constraints and mastery.  We expect that 

activating interpersonal resources will be at the cost of relationship quality, and also anticipate that 

activating interpersonal resources in service of maintaining control will be most effective among those 

who are able to maintain or increase relationship quality in the face of financial loss.  

2.2 Method 

 To address our research questions, we used data from waves 8 and 10 (2006 and 2010) of the 

Health and Retirement Study (HRS), a nationally representative longitudinal study of the US 

population over the age of 50.  Participants were recruited through a probability design that over-

sampled Black and Hispanic minorities and Florida residents.  Beginning in 1992, individuals age 51 

and over were randomly sampled from a screening of over 63,000 households.  In 2004, a second 

household screening was conducted, and the sample was updated to include early baby boomers, who 
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were born between 1948 − 1953 (age 51 − 56 in 2004).  Respondents’ partners were also added to 

the study, regardless of their age, and remained in the study even if their partnership with the primary 

respondent was terminated.  

 The present study includes individuals who live in the community, provided a self (rather than 

proxy) interview, and completed the leave-behind psychosocial questionnaire that was distributed in 

2006 and 2010.  To study the recession at midlife, the analytic sample was restricted to respondents 

between ages 51 and 60 in 2006.  Respondents younger than age 51 were excluded from the study 

because their inclusion was not representative, but rather contingent on partnership with the primary 

respondent.  A total of 1,938 respondents met the inclusion criteria.   

2.2.1 Measures of Financial Loss  

 Substantial drop in income.  The drop in income was calculated as the proportional drop in the 

household income-to-need ratio, which was calculated by dividing the RAND imputation of household 

income by the federal poverty guidelines for the respective years (Yeung & Hofferth, 1998).  The 

federal poverty guidelines, calculated annually by the United States Census Bureau, are adjusted for 

cost of living, the number of individuals in the household, and the number of dependent children less 

than 18 years old.  Household income imputations included self-reported respondent and spouse 

income from the following sources: earnings, pensions and annuities, social security insurance and 

social security disability, social security retirement, unemployment and workers’ compensation, other 

government transfers, household capital income, and other income.  Household income did not include 

financial contributions from other household members (Moldoff et al., 2013).  

 Change in income was measured by calculating the arc of change: 

ChangeT1,T2 =  100*(income:need2010 - income:need2006)\((income:need2010 + income:need2006)\2) (Dahl, 

DeLeire, & Schwabish, 2011).  This method is preferable to calculating a proportional drop in income 
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because it is symmetrical and is also consistent with the household volatility measure used in 

economic research.  According to this body of research (Dahl et al., 2011; Dynan, Elmendorf, & Sichel, 

2012; Yeung & Hofferth, 1998), a 25 point change in household income falls within one standard 

deviation of year-to-year income volatility in United States during the prerecession 2000s (Dahl et al., 

2011).  Therefore, in this study we define a 50-point change in household income as substantial and 

unlikely to have occurred under nonrecession circumstances.  

 Substantial drop in assets.  Participants’ assets were self-reported, and imputed by RAND to 

include the respondent and spouse’s total household assets in 2006 and 2010.  Total assets include the 

sum all assets, including a second home, less the total of all debt (Moldoff et al., 2013).  We defined a 

50% drop in assets ((T1 - T2)/T1) as substantial (Chakrabarti et al., 2011).   

2.2.2 Outcome Variables 

 Sense of control.  The primary psychosocial outcomes of this study relate to two dimensions of 

sense of control: perceived constraints and personal mastery (Lachman, & Weaver, 1998; Pearlin & 

Schooler, 1978).  Using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree), 

participants’ responses to the first 5 questions measured perceived constraints: 1) “I often feel helpless 

in dealing with the problems of life”; 2) “Other people determine most of what I can and cannot do”; 3) 

“What happens in my life is beyond my control”; 4) “I have little control over the things that happen to 

me”; and 5) “There is really no way that I can solve the problems I have.”  The sixth through tenth 

items in the scale measured personal mastery: 6) “I can do just about anything I really set my mind to”; 

7) “When I really want to do something, I usually find a way to succeed at it”; 8) “Whether or not I am 

able to get what I want is in my own hands”; 9) “What happens to me in the future mostly depends on 

me; and 6) “I can do the things that I want to do.”  Items 1 through 5 were averaged to create an index 

of constraints, and scores 6 − 10 were averaged to create an index of mastery. For both measures, a 
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higher score indicated higher perceptions of constraint or mastery.  The interitem reliabilities 

(Cronbach’s alpha) in 2006 and 2010 were high for both perceived constraints (α = .87 - .88) and 

personal mastery (α = .90, .90).  

 Relationship quality.  Relationship quality was measured using the social support and social 

strain scale (Walen & Lachman, 2000) in the 2006 and 2010 leave behind questionnaires.  The scale 

measures relationship qualities of support and strain across spouse, child, other relative, and friend 

relationship types.  Social Support was measured by the three items on a Likert scale ranging from (1) 

(a lot) to (4) (not at all): 1) “How much do they really understand the way you feel about things?”; 2) 

“How much can you rely on them if you have a serious problem?”; 3) “How much can you open up to 

them if you need to talk about your worries?” Social Strain was measured using four items on the same 

Likert scale: 1) “How often do they make too many demands on you?”; 2) “How much do they criticize 

you?”; 3) “How much do they let you down when you are counting on them?”; and 4) “How much do 

they get on your nerves?”  

 Social support and strain items were averaged for each relationship type.  Social support was 

coded as missing if more than one statement was unanswered, and strain was coded as missing if more 

than two statements were unanswered.  Inter-item reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) were good in both 

2006 and 2010 (spouse = .81, .83; children  = .85, .83; other family = .86, .87; friends = .85, .85) for 

support and strain (spouse = .79, .79; children = .78, .78; other family = .78, .76; friends = .76, .77).  To 

create single measures of support and strain, the scores across the four relationship types were 

averaged.  The scales were reverse coded so that a higher score represents higher perceptions of support 

and strain.  

 Household Complexity.  Household complexity was calculated from the HRS family structure 

(household child) module.  Each year, respondents reported current household members, and household 
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members were assigned an ID that linked them to the household.  The household member record 

included age, current residence status, relationship to the respondent, and whether or not they were in 

school.  We operationalized the complexity of the household as the count of residents in the household 

above and beyond the primary family.  Following the US Census’ definition of shared housing, the 

following household members were included in the count: 1) adults who are 19 years or older, and 

neither the householder nor the householder’s spouse or cohabiting partner; and 2) children (younger 

than 19) if they were not the respondent’s biological, step, or adopted child.   

 Giving Help To and Receiving Help From Others.  Exchanges to and from the respondent 

were measured in the family structure and the functional limitations and helpers modules.  We 

constructed two measures of exchanges across respondents’ immediate and extended kin networks: 

giving and receiving help.  Both were comprised of a count of in-service and financial exchanges at 

each measurement wave.  Giving help to others included: (a) the count of children (not own) the 

respondent is raising; (b) the count of grandchildren the respondent provided care to (defined in the 

survey as at least 100 hours of care in the last year); (c) giving financial help to other relatives (1 = help 

given, 0 = no help given); (d) the count of children the respondent gave money to (respondents reported 

a dollar amount, and in an effort to not penalize those with fewer financial resources children who 

received at least $50 over two years from the respondent were included in the count); (e) the count of 

parents (or parents in law) the respondent gave financial assistance to; and (f) helping friends or 

relatives (defined in the survey as providing more than 50 hours in the last year) (1 = help provided, 2 = 

no help provided).  Receiving help from others included a count of: (a) receiving help from other 

relatives (1 = help received, 0 = no help received); (b) the count of children who gave financial 

assistance to the respondent (respondents reported a dollar amount, and in an effort to not penalize 

those with fewer financial resources, children who gave at least $25 over two years to the respondent 
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were included in the count); (c) the count of parents who financial assistance to the respondent 

(defined in the survey as an amount of $500 or more); and (d) the count of household members who 

provided financial assistance (the amount of financial contribution was not specified in the survey).  To 

avoid the confounding of additional assistance due to age-related change, neither the provision of 

assistance in activities in daily living to parents, nor receipt of ADL assistance from others were 

included in this measure. Table 2.1 presents a summary of the items that contributed to the give and 

receive variables across experiences of financial loss between 2006 and 2010.   

2.2.3 Effect Modifiers 

 Socioeconomic resources.  Income, education, partnered status, and gender were considered 

separately as potential modifiers of the experience of loss in income and assets during the 2008 

recession.  Individuals’ financial resources preceding the recession were measured by the household 

income-to-need ratio at the 2006 wave.  To simplify the interpretation of the moderated effects, 

education categories were collapsed from: (a) Less than high school, (b) high school, (c) some college, 

(d) college graduate, and (e) post college to (a) Less than college degree, and (b) college degree into 

two categories: 1 = college degree; 0 = no college degree.  Gender was coded as 0 = man, and 1 = 

woman.   

 Partnered Status.  When individuals are recruited into the HRS survey, information about their 

partner (defined as cohabiting) is also recorded and followed over time.  Respondents were coded as 

partnered if there were 2 respondents in the household in 2006 (1 = partnered, 0 = single).  This 

strategy was selected over marital status so that nonmarried but cohabiting partners would also be 

counted as partnered respondents.     
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2.2.4 Covariates 

 The model also controlled for the respondent’s functional health and race.  Health is a resource 

available to the individual (Whitbourne, 2001).  Mobility, a dimension of functional health, was 

measured as change in individuals’ ability to walk several blocks (-1 = decrease in difficulty; 0 = no 

change; 1 = increase in difficulty).  We selected mobility over self-reported health because we wanted 

to adjust for functional constraints that may also diminish respondents’ sense of control, and also 

control for functional reasons that respondents may alter their level of interdependence with others.  

Race correlates with available resources, and also the strategy of engaging the kin and extended kin 

network (Burton et al., 1996; Peek, Koropeckyj-Cox, Zsembik, & Coward, 2004).  The respondent’s 

race was collapsed into three categories: 0 = White (n = 1,374), 1 = Black (n = 302), and 

2 = Hispanic/other (n = 261).  

2.2.5 Analytic Plan 

 The present study estimated a series of conditional change models, adjusted for clustering of two 

respondents within a household, to examine the change in perceived constraints, mastery, household 

complexity, interdependency, and relationship quality across differences in exposure to loss of income 

and assets between 2006 and 2010 (Finkel, 1995).  By subtracting the 2010 from the 2006 observations, 

conditional change models estimate change at the individual level.  Other approaches, such as cross-lag 

analysis or latent change models, would have estimated change in the population mean.  Baseline 

measures of the outcome variables were included in the models to adjust for regression to the mean, 

and because the meaning of change may vary across differences in the baseline level (for example, an 

increase in exchanges from 0 to 1 is different from an increase from 3 to 4).  The coefficients in these 

models can therefore be interpreted as the association between the independent variables and change in 

the dependent variables, adjusted for the baseline measures in 2006. 
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 Change in interdependence and sense of control were examined across experiences of stability 

and loss between the 2006 and 2010 waves, which were categorized as follows: (0) stability/gain in 

income (arc of change < -50) and assets (percent loss < 50) was the referent group; (1) loss in income 

(arc of change < -50) and stability/gain in assets (percent loss < 50); (2) stability/gain in income (arc of 

change > -50) and loss in assets (percent loss > 50); and (3) loss in income (arc of change < -50) and 

assets (percent loss > 50).  We chose to categorize loss because it allowed us to (a) compare change in 

assets and income simultaneously, (b) avoided assuming a linear effect of income loss, and (c) reduced 

the influence of extreme values for income and assets.  The cost of this strategy, however, is that the 

effect of financial loss is assumed to be equivalent within each category of loss.  For example, 

individuals that lost some income are included in the stable/gain group.  It’s important to note that year-

to-year volatility in household income is common (Dahl et al., 2011; Dynan et al., 2012).  This study 

tests whether the effect of financial loss beyond expected volatility was associated with change in 

engaging interpersonal resources and sense of control.  To examine the stratification of these effects 

across socioeconomic resources, we considered the following effect modifiers: partnered status, 

education, and gender.  

 To address our research questions, we constructed sequential (nested) generalized path models 

using the conditional change models described above (see Figure 2.1).  Each increase in model 

complexity addressed a specific research aim.  We chose path analysis to avoid the inflation of type I 

errors through multiple comparisons, to correlate the errors for change in perceived constraints and 

personal mastery, support and strain, and giving and receiving, rather than assuming their 

independence, and to facilitate examining how patterns of change may be associated with one another.  

Generalized path models were estimated to accommodate the multinomial exogenous variable that 

represented categories of financial loss during the 2008 recession.    
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 To address our first research aim—the extent to which change in the outcome variables 

differed systematically across experiences of financial loss in income and assets—we modeled change 

in constraints, mastery, household complexity, giving and receiving, and support and strain sequentially 

in our first path model (see Figure 2.1a).  The second and third path models addressed the second aim 

of our research—to explore how the activation of interpersonal resources in response to financial loss 

and change in the quality of relationships with spouses, children, other family members and friends 

may be associated with change in perceived constraints and mastery.  The second path model (Figure 

2.1b) estimated the association between change in giving, receiving, and household complexity and 

change in perceived constraints and personal mastery.  The third and final path model (Figure 2.1c) 

estimated how change in giving, receiving, and household complexity was associated with change in 

social support and strain.  This model also estimated the association between change in support and 

strain and change in perceived constraints and mastery.  

 The generalized path models were estimated using the generalized structural equation modeling 

function in Stata 13 using robust maximum likelihood estimation, which adjusts for the 

nonindependence of clustered observations (Acock, 2013).  Model fit was compared using the BIC.  

Comparing model fit using the log ratio likelihood test (-2*LL) was not possible for these models 

because the robust estimator violates the assumption that the likelihoods are independent of one 

another. 

2.2.6 Missing Values 

 To understand systematic biases presented by missing values, individuals with missing data were 

identified, and then compared to those with nonmissing values.  Multivariate regression, which adjusts 

for multiple comparisons, was used to examine demographic differences between those with and 

without missing data.  The robust maximum likelihood estimator uses full information maximum 
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likelihood to include those with missing values in the analysis.  The demographic variables found to 

predict missingness were included in the analysis to meet the missing at random (MAR) assumption 

(Acock, 2005).  

2.3 Results 

 Table 2.2 summarizes sample demographics, and baseline and change in study covariates across 

experiences of loss and stability in income and assets.  Mean change across categories of financial loss 

and stability ranged from -.01 (stable group) to .13 (loss in income and assets) for perceived 

constraints; from -.18 (loss in assets) to .01 (stable) for personal mastery; from -.19 (loss in assets) to 

.34 (loss in income and assets) for household complexity; from .04 (loss in assets) to .27 (loss in 

income and assets) for receiving help; from -.10 (stable) to -.46 (loss in assets) for giving help, 

from -.03 (loss in income and assets) for social strain; and from -.13 (loss in income) to -.04 (loss in 

income and assets) for social strain.  The mean income to need ratio in each category of financial loss 

and stability ranged from 5.80 (stable) to 9.15 (loss in income).  The percentage of respondents with a 

bachelor’s degree ranged from 23% (loss in income and assets) to 47% (stable).   

2.3.1 Analysis of Missing Data  

Missing data were accounted for using the full information maximum likelihood function.  The 

data in this sample met the MAR assumption by including in the model covariates that predicted 

missingness.  In total, 4463 HRS respondents met the age inclusion criteria.  Of these individuals, 2,147 

were eligible for the leave behind questionnaire (self-answering, community residing, and not assigned 

to the in-person interview in 2008). Hispanic/Other respondents were less likely than White 

respondents to be assigned to the 2006 leave-behind questionnaire subsample (b = -.03, SE = .01, 

p = .01).  Of the remaining 2,147 participants, 1,938 also completed the 2010 HRS survey.  Compared 

to completers, those who attritted (n = 209) reported lower income in 2006 (b = -.33, SE = .11, 
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p = .002), were less likely to have a college degree (b = -.08, SE = .03, p = .01), and more likely to be 

single (b = -.09, SE = .03, p = .006), identify as Black compared to White (b = .07, SE = .03, p = .005), 

and have mobility issues (b = .09, SE = .03, p = 002).  Of the remaining 1,938 participants, 47 did not 

report financial information in 2010.  These individuals reported higher income in 2006 (b = .51, 

SE = .21, p = .02) and were more likely to identify as Hispanic/other than White (b = .12, SE = .05, 

p = .01).  Of the remaining 1,891 participants 1,425 competed both waves of the relationship quality 

and perceived control variables in both waves.  Those who did not were younger (b = -.35, SE = .14, 

p = .01), reported less income in 2006 (b = -.10, SE = .08, p < .001), were less likely to have a college 

degree and be partnered (b = -.08, SE = .02, p < .001; b = -.10, SE = .02, p < .001), and more likely to 

identify as Black or Hispanic compared to White (b = .13, SE = .02, p < .001; b = .09, SE = .02, 

p < .001), and have mobility issues (b = .09, SE = .02, p < .001).  To meet the missing at random 

assumptions of full information maximum likelihood, race, income, assets, partnered status, age, 

mobility, and education were included in the following analysis.  

2.3.2 Financial Loss and Change in Control and Interpersonal Resources  

 In our first set of models we addressed the first aim of our study—to examine change in control 

and interpersonal resources across experiences of loss during the great recession, and variation of these 

patterns across socioeconomic resources.  We began by examining change in perceived constraints, 

personal mastery, household complexity, giving and receiving help, and social support and strain across 

experiences of financial loss in income assets between 2006 and 2010.  Partnered status, education, and 

gender were examined as both direct and moderating effects.  To avoid over adjustment, nonsignificant 

moderating effects were dropped from the models.  The direct and moderating effects of partnered 

status were included in all models because loss in income and assets was calculated at the household 

rather than individual level.  



Chapter 1: Introduction         

 

31 

 Perceived Constraints and Mastery.  Conditional change models, adjusted for covariates and 

the clustering of partners within households, were modeled concurrently in the first path model (Figure 

2.1a).  As shown in Table 2.3, Model 1, perceived constraints increased among those who experienced 

financial stability/gain between 2006 and 2010 (b = 1.18, SE = .17, p < .001).  Compared to those who 

experienced stability/gain in income and assets, the increase in perceived constraints was greater among 

those who experienced loss in only income (b = .43, SE .19, p = .02) and only assets (b = .48, SE = .15, 

p = .001), but was not directly associated with losing both income and assets (b = .01, SE = .14, ns).  

Partnered status was not directly associated with change in perceived constraints (b = .08, SE = .08, ns), 

but dampened the experience of losing assets (b = -.41, SE = .17, p = .01), and differentiated the effects 

of losing income and assets between those who were and were not partnered (b = .43, SE = .21, 

p = .03).  Among those who lost income and assets, the increase in perceived constraints was greater 

for those who were partnered compared to nonpartnered.  Possessing a college degree was also not 

directly associated with change in perceived constraints (b = -.07, SE = .07, ns), but dampened the 

effect of losing income (b = -.35, SE = .14, p = .01) and differentiated the effect of losing income and 

assets (b = -.48, SE = .22, p = .03).  Among those who lost income and assets, the increase in perceived 

constraints was greater among those without a college degree.  Above average household income in 

2006 was also associated with a decrease in constraints (b = -.05, SE = .02, p = .03).    

 As perceived constraints increased in general, so did respondents’ perceptions of personal 

mastery (b = 2.92, SE = .23, p < .001), but this increase was lessened among those who lost assets 

(b = -.44, SE = .13, p = .001).  The effect of neither loss in only income (b = -.01, SE = .14, ns) nor 

income and assets (b = .22, SE = .15, ns) differed significantly from those who experienced financial 

stability/gain.  Partnered status was not directly associated with change in personal mastery (b = -.02, 

SE = .08, ns), but differentiated the effect of losing both income and assets on change in personal 
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mastery (b = -.38, SE = .18, p = .04).  Among those who lost income and assets, the decrease in 

personal mastery was greater among those who were partnered.  The presence of a college degree was 

also not directly associated with change in mastery (b = -.01, SE = .07, ns), but having a college degree 

dampened the decrease in personal mastery among those who lost assets (b = .43, SE = .15, p = .004).  

Among those who lost assets, the decrease in personal mastery was greater among those without a 

college degree.  Above average income in 2006 was associated with a general increase in mastery (b = 

.07, SE = .02, p = .003) during the study period.  

 In summary, perceived constraints increased while personal mastery decreased on average 

between 2006 and 2010.  Loss in income and assets was associated with increased perceived 

constraints, but it was loss in assets, rather than income, that was associated with a decrease in personal 

mastery.  Both dimensions of control were moderated by partnered status and education.  Education 

dampened the experience of loss, whereas partnered status amplified the negative effects in the context 

of losing income and dampened the negative effects in the context of losing assets.  

 Interpersonal Resources.  As shown in Table 2.3, Model 2, change in household complexity 

was nonsignificant among those who experienced stability in income and assets (b = .10, SE = .13, ns).  

Complexity increased among those who experienced loss in income (b = .35, SE = .11, p = .001) and 

also those who lost income and assets (b = .98, SE = .26, p < .001).  Partnered status was associated 

with a general increase in household complexity (b = .15, SE = .07, p = .02), but dampened the increase 

in household complexity among those who experienced loss in income and assets (b = -.86, SE = .28, 

p = .002).  The increase in household complexity was greater among Hispanic/other compared to White 

respondents (b = .19, SE = .13, p = .04).  Both education (b = -.12, SE = .04, p = .005) and higher than 

average income in 2006 (b = -.07, SE = .02, p  < .001) were associated with a decrease in household 

complexity between 2006 and 2010.  
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 Both receiving help from (b = .19, SE = .09, p = .04) and giving help to (b = 1.22, SE = .23, 

p < .001) others increased in general between 2006 and 2010.  The increase in receiving help was 

amplified among those who lost income (b = .22, SE = .10, p = .03) and also those who lost both 

income and assets (b = .59, SE = .14, p < .001).  Partnered status dampened the increase in receiving 

help among those who experienced loss in both income and assets (b = -.46, SE = .16, p = .003).  

Among those who lost both income and assets, the increase in receiving was lower among those who 

were partnered.  Higher than average income in 2006 was associated with a decrease in receiving help 

(b = -.04, SE = .02, p = .01), and the increase in receiving help was greater among both Black (b = .17, 

SE = .06, p = .003) and Hispanic/other (b = .15, SE = .07, p = .03) compared to White respondents.  

Receiving help also decreased among those who were retired in 2010 (b = -.13, SE = .04, p < .001).  

Although giving help to others increased in general, the increase was lessened among those who 

experienced a loss in assets (b = -.35, SE = .18, p = .04).  Higher than average income in 2006 was 

associated with increased giving (b = .10, SE = .03, p = .003), and the increase in giving was greater 

among Black compared to White respondents (b = .28, SE = .14, p = .04). 

 In summary, interpersonal resources were activated in response to financial loss during the 2008 

recession.  Household complexity and receiving help increased among those with fewer economic 

resources in 2006, whereas the increase in giving help was greater among those with greater financial 

resources in 2006.  

 Relationship Quality.  To complete the first aim of our research, we also examined the extent to 

which perceived social support and strain changed systematically across experiences of financial loss 

between 2006 and 2010 (see Table 2.2, Model 3).  Both perceived social support (b = 1.22, SE = .10, 

p < .001), and social strain (b = .65, SE = .07, p < .001) increased on average between 2006 and 2010.  

The general increase in social support did not systematically vary across experiences of financial loss.  
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However, the increase in perceived social support was greater among those with higher than average 

income (b = .02, SE = .01, p = .01), those with a college degree (b = .06, SE = .02, p = .02), and also 

among Hispanic/other compared to White respondents (b = .12, SE = .04, p = .006).  The general 

increase in social strain during the study period also did not systematically vary across experiences of 

financial loss.  Gender, however, differentiated change in social strain among those who experienced 

loss in assets (b = .13, SE = .05, p = .01).  Among those who lost assets, the increase in strain was 

greater for women than it was for men.  Social strain decreased among those with higher than average 

income in 2006 (b = -.02, SE = .01, p = .03) and also among those with a college degree (b = -.04, 

SE = .02, p = .05).      

 In summary, both social support and social strain increased between 2006 and 2010.  Change in 

relationship quality did not significantly vary across experiences of financial loss during the recession, 

but was likely to increase among those with higher financial and educational resources at baseline. 

2.3.3 Consequences of Activating Interpersonal Resources 

 The second aim of our research was to explore potential downstream consequences of activating 

interpersonal resources on change in personal mastery and perceived constraints, as well as perceived 

support and strain.  We began by exploring the extent to which change in household complexity and 

giving help to and receiving help from others were associated with change in perceived constraints and 

personal mastery (see Figure 2.1b).  Increased household complexity, above and beyond the complexity 

of the household in 2006, was associated with an increase in both perceived constraints (b = .07, 

SE = .03, p = .02) and personal mastery (b = -.07, SE = .03, p = .05).  Increased giving help to others 

was associated with an increase in personal mastery during the study period (b = .03, SE = .01, p = .03).  

The amount given in 2006 was also associated with a decrease in perceived constraints (b = -.04, 
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SE = .02, p = .03) and an increase in personal mastery (b = .05, SE = .01, p = .002).  We then added 

paths from change in household complexity and giving and receiving help to change in relationship 

quality (see Figure 2.1c).  Contrary to our expectations and previous research on relationship quality 

and financial strain, increased household complexity was not significantly associated with change in 

either perceived social support (b = -.03, SE = .02, p = .10) or strain (b = .02, SE = .01, p = .11).  

However, the increased giving help to others was associated with increased perceived social strain 

(b = .03, SE = .01, p < .001).    

 To summarize, adapting to loss by increasing household complexity is associated with the cost of 

increasing perceived constraints and personal mastery.  Meanwhile, an increase in giving, which 

increased across the sample on average during the study period except among those who experienced 

loss in assets, is associated with increased perceptions of personal mastery, although at the cost of 

increased social strain.    

2.3.4 Change in Relationship Quality and Sense of Control 

 The final goal of our analysis was to understand the extent to which change in perceptions of 

support and strain are linked to change in personal mastery and perceived constraints, and also adjust 

the consequences of activating interpersonal resources in the face of financial loss (Figure 2.1c).  An 

increase in perceived support was associated with a decrease in perceived constraints (b = -.27, 

SE = .06, p < .001) and an increase in personal mastery (b = .23, SE = .06, p < .001).  These effects 

were independent of perceived support in 2006, which was also associated with decreased perceived 

constraints (b = -.26, SE = .06, p < .001) and increased personal mastery (b = .27, SE = .06, p < .001).  

Increased social strain was associated with increased perceived constraints (b = .33, SE = .08, p < .001) 

and decreased personal mastery (b = -.17, SE = .07, p = .01).  These associations were above and 

beyond perceived strain in 2006, which was associated with increased perceived constraints (b = .48, 
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SE = .08, p < .001) and decreased personal mastery (b = -.17, SE = .07, p = .01).  Additionally, 

including perceptions of support and strain in the path model also reduced the pathway between 

household complexity and perceived constraints and personal mastery to moderate significance; b = 

.06, SE = .03, p = .06; b = -.06, SE = .03, p = .10, respectively.  Together, these findings suggest that 

maintaining positive relationship quality provides pathways to maintain a sense of control in the face of 

financial loss and increased interdependence.   

2.4 Discussion 

 The 2008 recession left millions without jobs and reduced household wealth by 15 percent 

(Goodman & Mance, 2011; Moore & Palumbo, 2010).  This study examined change in middle-aged 

adults’ sense of control and engagement of interpersonal resources across experiences of financial loss 

between 2006 and 2010.  Maintaining and building the capacity to maintain control over one’s life is 

not only important for health and well-being across the lifespan (Gerstorf et al., 2011; Lachman et al., 

2011; Lachman & Weaver, 1998; Tucker, 2002), but also foundational to theories of development in 

adulthood (Baltes, 1987; Brandstädter, 2006; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995).  Those who are able to 

maintain a sense of control are also favored by a life course that is becoming more deinstitutionalized 

and individualized life course also (Giddens, 1991; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999; Heinz, 2003; Speier & 

Frese, 1997).  The sense of control, however, is not only maintained through regulating actions, 

resources, and cognition (Brandtstädter & Rothermund, 1994; Hall et al., 2010; Heckhausen & Schulz, 

1995; Infurna & Gerstorf, 2013), but also through perceptions of an expectable and dependable life 

course that allows anticipating, planning, and acting towards the life that lays ahead (Brandstädter, 

2006; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999; Neugarten, 1969).   

By examining change in perceived control and the engagement of interpersonal resources 

during the 2008 recession, this study was positioned to investigate the extent to which engaging 
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interpersonal resources, which are not only somewhat malleable but also unpredictable, assists or 

hinders maintaining a sense of control in the face of uncertainty.  We found the sense of control among 

adults in late midlife to decrease, and their engagement of interpersonal resources to increase among 

those who experienced financial loss.  Patterns of loss and engagement were differentiated across loss 

in income and assets, and also by the presence or absence of socioeconomic resources.  Increases in 

giving help to family, relatives, and friends was found to facilitate control, whereas adjusting to loss by 

increasing the number of individuals in the household hindered maintaining of control.  Relationship 

quality further contextualized these associations.  Together the findings from this study highlight how 

the response to loss is patterned by the presence and absence of social resources, engaging interpersonal 

resources presents both risks and benefits, and the importance of regulating relationships and 

relationship quality.   

2.4.1 Social Resources Pattern Responses to Financial Loss 

In this study, although a financial loss of considerable magnitude was experienced across 

differences in socioeconomic resources, responses to loss were patterned by whether the loss was in 

income or assets, and also by the presence or absence of a four-year college degree.  At midlife, 

accumulation of resources such as income, assets, and education are accumulated over time.  Earlier 

investment in these resources are grounded in opportunities and constraints from earlier life periods 

(i.e. advantage and disadvantage) and anticipations of the future (Dannefer, 2003; George, 1982; 

Rodeheaver & Datan, 1981; Sterns & Huyck, 2001; Toothman & Barrett, 2011).   

In this study, the differentiation of change in control that followed losing income compared to 

losing in assets maps onto classic economic theories of motivations that guide spending and saving 

(Keynes, 1936).  Income, a resource necessary for meeting day-to-day needs, was associated with 

increased perceived constraints, which represents the belief that external forces are hindering the ability 
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to achieve one’s goals.  In contrast, loss in assets, a resource constructed via a future-oriented time 

perspective, was characterized by a decrease in personal mastery, which describes individuals’ 

perceptions of being able to shape the environment to facilitate achievement of goals (Pearlin & 

Schooler, 1978).  These patterns were mirrored in the engagement of interpersonal resources.  Those 

who lost income were more likely to increase the complexity of their households and receiving, and 

thereby distribute the cost of living across others (Keene & Batson, 2010; Mykyta & Macartney, 2012; 

Nichols & Adams, 2013).  It was only the loss of assets that was associated with a decrease in giving 

during the study period.  The loss of assets, by compromising individuals’ perceived capacity to master 

the environment and willingness to give to others, may in some sense have had a more profound effect 

than losing income.  Not only may those who lost assets lose trust in investing, but also their adult 

children may be less likely to benefit from intergenerational exchanges (Connidis, 2007; Fingerman et 

al., 2010; Remle, 2011).     

The loss of income and assets was experienced across the socioeconomic strata in this sample, 

but the effect of this loss on individuals’ sense of control was dampened among those with a college 

degree.  This study was not able to examine precisely why education was so protective.  Perhaps the 

association between education and broader, more diversified social ties provided access to additional 

social resources that are less available to those with networks that are more dense and strained 

(Cornwell, Benjamin, 2009; Huxhold, Fiori, & Windsor, 2013).  Education may have also influenced 

when individuals purchased their homes, and whether or not it was necessary to refinance during the 

1990s and 2000s, which would have increased the debt to income ratio and made an immediate loss in 

assets more salient (Chakrabarti et al., 2011; Hurd & Rohwedder, 2010; Kaye, 2010).  It’s also 

important to note that the protection of education may be cohort specific.  In middle adulthood, the 

advantages of education have accumulated over an extended period of time, and this cohort also 
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completed their degrees without assuming substantial debt (compared to current college students).  If 

a recession of this magnitude were to occur again, when today’s emerging adults are middle-aged, the 

advantage of having a degree may be lessened among those who graduated with considerable debt.  

Evidence suggests that debt currently delays life course events such as purchasing a house or starting a 

family (Fry, 2013a, 2013b), which has implications for the accumulation of advantage at midlife 

(Dannefer, 2003).    

2.4.2  The Potential and Limitations of Engaging Interpersonal Resources 

 Across the life course, individuals engage and invest in a multitude of resources in an effort to 

maintain well-being and a sense of control in their lives (Hall et al., 2010; Heckhausen & Schulz, 

1995).  In this study, we chose to examine the engagement of interpersonal resources because although 

close social relationships provide a somewhat malleable resource that individuals develop across the 

life course (Antonucci et al., 2010; Lang & Heckhausen, 2006), others’ actions, well-being, and 

circumstances are also beyond an individual’s control.  In this study we found increases in household 

complexity and giving help to others to be associated with a respective decrease and increase in 

perceived control.  These outcomes suggest that the strategies by which individuals engage their 

interpersonal resources either facilitate or hinder the ability to maintain a sense of control in the face of 

unexpected financial loss.   

Increased household complexity, by its definition, brings individuals of potentially varying roles 

and ages together within a single household.  In this study, household complexity increased only among 

those who experienced a loss in income, which suggests an increase out of necessity to make financial 

ends meet.  Individuals’ lives are linked to others across the life course, and dependence on others 

shapes life decisions (Deluca & Dayton, 2009; Edin & Lein, 1997; Elder, 1974; Stack, 1974).  As a 

result, even actions that on the surface appear to have the purpose of regaining control by distributing 
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the economic burden across a wider base, depending and becoming reliant on others has the potential 

to actually compromise individuals’ sense of control.  This finding was mirrored across partnered 

status.  Being partnered was protective among those who lost only assets.  In this context a partner 

provided an additional resource to assist in rebuilding wealth.  The effects of losing income, however, 

were amplified among those who were partnered.  Following a substantial loss income (potentially the 

partner’s job loss) a partner represents a liability—someone whose needs must be met and is also 

vulnerable to outside forces (Edin, 2000; Stack, 1974).  

Giving, on the other hand, provided a pathway to contribute to the well-being of others.  Giving 

financial or in-kind assistance to others often are made with expectations for reciprocation (Antonucci 

et al., 2010; Fingerman, Cheng, Cichy, Birditt, & Zarit, 2013).  Consistent with evidence that adult 

children’s successes and failures are linked to parents’ well-being (Cichy, Lefkowitz, & Fingerman, 

2013; Hoppmann, Gerstorf, Willis, & Schaie, 2012).  In this study we found increased giving to be 

associated with increased personal mastery.  This suggests that by giving to and therefore feeling 

capable of supporting the well-being of others, middle-aged adults feel capable of optimizing their 

interpersonal resources, which facilitates increasing their sense of control. 

The implications of the dynamics between investing in resources and expanding the potential of 

exposure to strain are compelling.  Individuals engage interpersonal resources to maintain a sense of 

control (Lang & Heckhausen, 2006), but the findings from this study highlight that interdependence 

with others also expands the boundaries of responsibility.  The well-being, successes, and failures 

under normal circumstances are linked to well-being in midlife (Cichy, Lefkowitz, Davis, & 

Fingerman, 2013; Hoppmann et al., 2012).  Engaging interpersonal resources in the context of financial 

strain in this and other studies has been shown to amplify this connection (Conger et al., 1990; Elder & 

Conger, 1994; Elder & Hareven, 1994).  If a sense of control is necessary to thrive in modern western 
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society (Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999; Heinz, 2003; Speier & Frese, 1997), it’s important to note that 

patterns of adaptation to loss through engaging interpersonal resources can both contribute to, as well 

as diminish, this socioemotional resource.  Additionally, the variation in patterns of exchanges across 

the presence and absence of socioeconomic resources suggests that pathways to give to and influence 

others are not evenly distributed across society.  Therefore, adaptation through engaging interpersonal 

resources may potentially replicate structural inequalities in perceived control (Dannefer, 1999; 

Giddens, 1984; Merton, 1936; Settersten & Gannon, 2005).    

2.4.3 Maintaining and Building Relationship Quality in the Context of Strain 

 Interpersonal relationships may be either both within or beyond individuals’ control, but 

individuals do maintain some influence over the perceived quality of their relationships.  Support 

networks and the specific interactions within them can be either supportive or strained (Rook, 1984).  

Perceptions of relationship quality, however, are constructed through the appraisal of satisfaction with 

daily interactions (Charles & Piazza, 2007; Krause, 1995; Martini & Busseri, 2010; Mejía & Hooker, 

2013a).  In this study we found neither perceptions of support nor strain to systematically vary across 

experiences of financial loss during the 2008 recession.  Contrary to predictions from the family stress 

process model (Aytaç & Rankin, 2009; Conger et al., 1990; Fox, Benson, DeMaris, & Van Wyk, 2002), 

increases in household complexity were also not systematically associated with change in relationship 

quality.  Additionally, accounting for change in individuals’ perceptions of social support and strain 

provided a pathway to maintain a sense of control, even in the face of increased interdependence.  Our 

findings suggest that unmeasured processes of relationship regulation such as partner selection, the 

appraisal of interactions, or forgiveness (Lang et al., 2013; Lang, 2001) may facilitate the potential to 

maintain relationship quality within the face of strain.  Such social regulatory processes may therefore 

also potentially reduce the negative consequences of adapting to financial loss through increasing 
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interdependence with others.  Regulating relationships in the context of increased interdependence 

would be difficult.  Strategies such as distancing from others, avoiding negative interactions, and 

selectively winnowing the network (Carstensen et al., 1999; Hess, 2002) would be less available 

because of individuals’ increased reliance on and responsibility towards others (Stack, 1974).  

 An important caveat to the potential of relationship regulation is that change in relationship 

quality was differentiated across the presence or absence of socioeconomic resources in 2006.  Our 

findings suggest that the likelihood of increasing perceived support and decreasing perceived strain was 

greater for those with higher than average income and a college degree.  Additionally, engagement and 

disengagement strategies in the face of conflict have been found to differ in families with poorer 

relationship quality (Cichy, Lefkowitz, & Fingerman, 2013), which suggests that recovering 

relationship quality in a strained situations is more difficult for those with fewer socioemotional 

resources.  The potential for relationship quality to mitigate the vulnerabilities presented by increased 

interdependence as identified in this study, nevertheless, justifies further investigation into the 

processes by which individuals maintain relationship quality within the face of conflict and strain.    

2.4.4 Limitations and Future Directions 

 In this study we used an exogenous measure of stability and loss of income and assets between 

2006 and 2010 to quantify middle aged adults’ experiences of loss during the 2008 recession.  We then 

linked this experience to change in the activation of interpersonal resources and sense of control.  

Nevertheless, this study is not without its limitations.  First, although we were able to examine these 

dynamics in a nationally representative population of middle-aged adults, this sample was still 

positively selected.  The relatively low levels of social strain and high levels of social support reported 

in this sample warrants investigating these dynamics further in populations with more strained or 
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complex relationships.  However, because the low variability in our sample is likely to dampen 

results, we expect that the findings estimated in this study were conservative.  

 Second, as a study of the impact of the 2008 recession on individuals’ life course trajectories, this 

study was limited by its number of observations.  We found considerable change in income, assets, and 

the engagement of interpersonal resources between 2006 and 2010.  However, with only two waves of 

measurement, we cannot know for certain whether change of this magnitude was exceptional, or the 

result of an extended pattern of change.  To address this limitation, the magnitude of loss qualified as 

exceptional in this study was in reference to research on household volatility of income and assets 

during the early 2000s.  This point of reference was not available for year-to-year variation in 

interdependence or individuals’ sense of control.  Evidence suggests that the presence of extrafamilial 

household members fluctuates and that increases in household complexity are often not stable but 

rather fluctuate across months (Cherlin, 1983; Elliott et al., 2011; Merchant et al., 2012).  Although 

individuals’ sense of control is to an extent a relatively stable trait-like characteristic, it has been 

observed to change over extended trajectories and in response to regime change (Diewald et al., 2006; 

Slagsvold & Sørensen, 2013).  In addition, previous research has found the sense of control to be 

relatively stable between two waves (Wolinsky et al., 2003).  This evidence supports our assertion that 

the between-wave variation observed in both interdependence and control in this study are meaningful.  

 Third, this study focused on the experience of substantial financial loss and its association with 

change in interdependence and sense of control among adults in midlife.  This approach allowed us to 

consider financial loss that is unique to expected population level year-to-year volatility in household 

income.  However, it’s important to note that some individuals in the stable/gain group also lost 

income.  Additionally, by focusing on loss in income, we were not able disambiguate losing income 

from job loss or unanticipated retirement.  In other words, our assumption was that the meaningful 
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aspect of job loss or unanticipated retirement, as they relate to changes in interdependence and sense 

of control, is the loss in income.  Examining the import of job loss, independent of losing income (i.e. 

those who lost their jobs but benefitted from a generous severance package) would be an important 

direction for future research.   

 Finally, with regard to the estimating the processes by which activating interpersonal processes 

are associated with change in sense of control, we acknowledge that a causal direction of these 

associations cannot be established.  The directions chosen in this study were based on theory of 

relationship regulation, which specifies that individuals regulate their interactions and reliance on 

others in an effort to maintain health and well-being (Lang & Heckhausen, 2001; Rook et al., 2007).  In 

addition, although the application of conditional change models allowed us to estimate change at the 

individual level, we were not able to examine how the experiences of the recession, household 

complexity, interdependency, relationship quality, and sense of control are linked within the person.  

The findings from this study warrant further investigation into within-person processes that may 

illustrate how, for example, how individuals are able to maintain or even increase relationship quality 

under strained circumstances such as financial loss.  

2.4.5 Conclusion 

Midlife is both of the most powerful and most strained life course period.  On the one hand, 

adults at midlife benefit from the accumulation of their successes.  However, on the other hand, midlife 

is strained by concurrent attention to the well-being of one’s own future retirement, and the needs of 

children and aging parents.  In this study we explored the potential for adults in midlife to adapt to 

unexpected financial loss by engaging their interpersonal resources.  We found that indeed, 

interdependence increased not only among those experienced loss, but also to an extent across the 

entire population.  But the findings from this study also suggest that increasing interdependence also 
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increases the potential to be exposed to risk while distributing the consequences and benefits of 

actions across the social network.  Therefore, in a social environment that is becoming more 

individualized (Giddens, 1991), and in an economy that is becoming more volatile (Dynan et al., 2012), 

we can expect that interdependence within networks will continue to increase.  Additionally, if 

economic instability continues, it may become less possible to make plans based on an expectable and 

dependable life course.  Now more than ever, for both research and policy, it is essential to move 

beyond the individual as the unit of analysis.  Instead, special attention should be paid to how 

individuals and those they are close to are actually negotiating their lives, and the sacrifices that they 

are making to attend the needs of their selves and those they care for.  The repercussions of the 2008 

recession will not be fully understood for decades.  The evidence from this study suggests that the lives 

of today’s middle adults have been greatly affected, and with the increase in strain, career instability, 

economic volatility, and an extending lifespan to plan for, the experience of midlife itself is likely to 

differ for future cohorts.  
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Table 2.1.  Summary of Number of Financial and In-Kind Transfers Indicated During 2006 and 2010 

 Income: Stable 
Assets: Stable 
n = 1,065 (ref) 

Income: Loss 
Assets: Stable 

n = 291 

Income: Stable 
Assets: Loss 

n = 405 

Income: Loss 
Assets: Loss 

n = 177 
 M (%) Range M (%) Range M (%) Range M (%) Range 

Giving 2006 
Help Others (66.94)  (61.85)  (59.51)  (63.84)  
$ to Relatives (10.89)  (15.46)  (15.80)  (18.08)  
N Parents $ .08 0 – 1 .10 0 – 1 .12 0 – 1 .08 0 – 1 
N Children $ .70 0 - 5 .68 0 – 4 .72 0 – 6 .59 0 – 4 
N GK Raising .05 0 – 3 .05 0 – 2 .08 0 – 5 .05 0 – 2 
N GK Care  .37 0 – 7 .44 0 – 4 .43 0 – 3 .30 0 – 4 
N Dependent .38 0 – 7 .35 0 – 5 .42 0 – 8 .33 0 – 5 
Total Giving 2.37 0 – 13 2.41 0 – 8 2.53 0 – 13 2.18 0 – 8 
         

Giving 2010 
Help Others (65.07)  (60.82)  (57.28)  (64.77)  
$ to Relatives (12.90)  (13.10)  (11.75)  (14.94)  
N Parents $ .07 0 – 1 .07 0 – 1 .08 0 – 1 .08 0 – 1 
N Children $ .68 0 – 6 .68 0 – 7 .52 0 – 4 .55 0 – 8 
N GK Raising .05 0 – 4 .08 0 – 4 .06 0 – 3 .06 0 – 2 
N GK Care  .40 0 – 4 .50 0 – 4 .39 0 – 5 .37 0 – 3 
N Dependent .29 0 – 7 .20 0 – 8 .34 0 – 6 .26 0 – 6 
Total Giving 2.27 0 – 15 2.27 0 – 13 2.06 0 – 10 2.12 0 – 13 
         
Δ Giving -.15 -8 – 13 -.17 -7 – 9 -.41 -13 – 8 -.01 -5 – 6 
         

Receiving 2006 
$ from Relatives (5.07)  (5.15)  (6.66)  (6.21)  
N Parents gave $ .05 0 – 1 .03 0 – 1 .09 0 – 1 .08 0 – 1 
N Children gave $ .03 0 – 1 .05 0 – 1 .09 0 – 2 .08 0 – 2 
T HHM contribute .12 0 – 3 .16 0 – 3 .29 0 – 4 .15 0 – 2 
Total Receive .26 0 – 4 .29 0 – 4 .49 0 – 5 .35 0 – 3 
         

Receiving 2010 
$ from Relatives (4.36)  (4.83)  (8.75)  (11.49)  
N Parents gave $ .03 0 – 1 .04 0 – 1 .03 0 – 1 .05 0 – 1 
N Children gave $ .03 0 – 2 .07 0 – 4 .08 0 – 3 .10 0 – 2 
T HHM contribute .20 0 – 5 .25 0 – 3 .33 0 – 3 .36 0 – 4 
Total Receive .30 0 – 7 .40 0 – 6 .53 0 – 5 .62 0 – 4 
         
Δ Receiving .05 -3 – 6 .11 -2 – 4 .07 -4 – 2 .23 -2 – 3 
Note. N = number (count variable), T = total, $ = financial transfer, GK = grandchildren, HHM = 
household members.  Unadjusted differences across categories of loss (stable income, stable assets = 
referent) estimated using multivariate regression for continuous variables, and Poisson regression for 
count variables.  Bold indicates p < .05 for continuous, and p < .01 for count variables  
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Table 2.2.  Summary of Study Covariates Across Stability and Loss in Income and Assets 

 
Income: Stable 
Assets: Stable 
n = 1,065 (ref) 

Income: Loss 
Assets: Stable 

n = 291 

Income: Stable 
Assets: Loss 

n = 405 

Income: Loss 
Assets: Loss 

n = 177 
 M (%) SD M (%) SD M (%) SD M (%) SD 
Δ Constraints -.01 (1.08) .08 (1.11) .02 (1.14) .13 (1.24) 
Constraints 2006 2.12 (1.17) 2.09 (1.15) 2.41 (1.25) 2.18 (1.27) 
Δ Mastery .01 (1.14) -.03 (1.26) -.18 (1.03) -.13 (1.10) 
Mastery 2006 4.82 (1.13) 4.82 (1.14) 4.73 (1.14) 4.98 (1.02) 
Δ Complexity -.09 (.99) .04 (.98) -.19 (1.43) .34 (1.39) 
Complexity 2006 .57 (1.02) .59 (1.09) .95 (1.42) .45 (.96) 
Δ Receiving .05 (.71) .11 (.73) .04 (.93) .27 (.89) 
Receiving 2006 .26 (.59) .29 (.66) .49 (.91) .35 (.67) 
Δ Giving -.10 (1.84) -.14 (1.99) -.46 (2.09) -.06 (1.87) 
Giving 2006 2.37 (1.82) 2.41 (1.79) 2.53 (2.16) 2.18 (1.60) 
Δ Social Support .04 (.44) .01 (.46) -.00 (.54) -.03 (.46) 
Support 2006 3.07 (.54) 3.08 (.50) 3.03 (.57) 3.05 (.56) 
Δ Social Strain -.05 (.37) -.13 (.47) -.10 (.48) -.04 (.48) 
Strain 2006 1.77 (.46) 1.84 (.49) 1.84 (.49) 1.81 (.54) 
         
Effect Modifiers   
Female (57.09)  (60.82)  (59.01)  (61.58)  
Partnered (75.12)  (77.66)  (65.68)  (74.01)  
         
Bachelor’s Degree (47.69)  (31.27)  (20.49)  (23.72)  
         
Covariates  
Log(2006 Income) 10.80 (.10) 11.21 (1.01) 10.38 (1.78) 10.97 (1.11) 
Income:Need 2006 5.80 (5.46) 9.15 (11.66) 5.97 (28.48) 7.19 (7.16) 
         
Race         
   White (referent) (78.12)  (70.79)  (59.65)  (53.67)  
   Black (11.92)  (14.43)  (22.28)  (22.24)  
   Hispanic/Other (9.95)  (14.78)  (18.07)  (22.03)  
         
Mobility         
   Stable (referent) (86.85)  (83.16)  (81.23)  (79.10)  
   Loss (4.60)  (7.90)  (7.16)  (7.91)  
   Gain (8.54)  (8.93)  (11.60)  (12.99)  
Mobility 2006 (.17)  (.21)  (.31)  (.27)  
         
Retired (16.43)  (27.14)  (30.86)  (7.18)  
Note.  Unadjusted means and standard deviation (or proportion for dichotomous variables) are 
presented.  Differences across categories of financial loss were estimated using multivariate regression 
for continuous and dichotomous variables, poison regression for count variables, and negative binomial 
for differences in the 2006 need to income ratio.   
bold indicates p < .05.    
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Table 2.3.  Conditional Change Models of Sense of Control and Interdependence Across Change in Income and Assets 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Δ Constraints Δ Mastery Δ  Complexity Δ Giving Δ Receiving Δ Support Δ Strain 
 b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) 
Intercept 1.18*** (.17) 2.92*** (.23) .11 (.13) 1.22 (.23) .19* (.09) 1.22*** (.10) .65*** (.07) 
2006 (baseline) -.50*** (.03) -.64*** (.03) -.48*** (.04) -.50*** (.03) -.61*** (.04) -.39*** (.02) -.43*** (.02) 
Race (white = ref)               
   Black -.13 (.07) .21** (.07) .12 (.07) .28* (.14) .17** (.06) .02 (04) .04 (.03) 
   Hispanic/Other -.16 (.10) .11 (.09) .19* (.09) .09 (.14) .15* (.07) .12** (.04) -.04 (.04) 
2006 Age .00 (.01) -.01 (.01) .00 (.01) .02 (.02) -.01 (.01) .00 (.00) -.01* (.00) 
2010 Retired -.12 (.07) .10 (.07) -.11 (.06) -.08 (.10) -.13*** (.04) .05 (.03) .00 (.03) 
Δ Mobility .12 (.07) -.17* (.07) -.03 (.06) -.06 (.11) .01 (.04) .00 (.03) -.01 (.03) 
(ln)2006 Income -.05* (.02) .07** (.02) -.07*** (.02) .10** (.03) -.04** (.02) .02** (.01) -.02* (.01) 
Δ Assts:Inc (stable = ref)             
   i: loss    a: stable .43* (.18) -.01 (.14) .35*** (.11) .15 (.27) .22* (.10) -.07 (.07) -.08 (.08) 
   i: stable a: loss .48*** (.15) -.43*** (.13) -.04 (.10) -.35* (.18) .09 (.09) -.13 (.08) -.08 (.07) 
   i: loss    a: loss  -.01 (.14) .22 (.15) .98*** (.26) .31 (.35) .59*** (.14) -.17 (.10) -.01 (.09) 
Partnered .08 (.08) -.02 (.08) .15* .07 -.05 (.13) -.07 (.05) -.05 (.04) .01 (.03) 
Δ Assts:IncXPartner                
   i: loss    a: stable -.28 (.19) -.15 (.16) -.24 (.13) -.26 (.31) -.14 (.12) .07 (.08) -.00 (.08) 
   i: stable a: loss -.41** (.16) .18 (.16) .08 (.15) .13 (.24) -.04 (.11) .10 (.08) -.04 (.06) 
   i: loss    a: loss  .43* (.21) -.38* (.18) -.86** (.28) -.54 (.39) -.46** (.16) .08 (.10) .04 (.09) 
College -.07 (.07) -.01 (.07) -.12** (.04) .15 (.09) -.05 (.03) .06* (.02) -.04* (.02) 
Δ Assts:IncXCollege               
   i: loss    a: stable -.35** (.14) .17 (.15)           
   i: stable a: loss -.12 (.16) .43** (.15)           
   i: loss    a: loss  -.48* (.22) -.04 (.18)           
Gender -.14** (.05) -.03 (.05) .06 (.03) -.01 (.07) .02 (.02) .04 (.03) -.02 (.02) 
Δ Assts:IncXGender               
   i: loss    a: stable           -.04 (.06) .07 (.06) 
   i: stable a: loss           .04 (.07) .14** (.05) 
   i: loss    a: loss            .03 (.08) .02 (.08) 
e .94 (.05) .88 (.05) .92 (.10) 2.83 (.18) .44 (.04) .18 (.01) .13 (.01) 
Covariance -.31*** (.03)  .09** 2 -.03 (.01) 
Note. Estimates are unstandardized. i: = income; a: = assets; Inc = income; College: 1 = degree, 0 = no degree; Race: white = referent;  
Female: 0 = Men (ref), 1 = women; Mobility: -1 = improved, 0 = stable, 1 = declined.   
*p ≤ .05, **p ≤ .01, ***p ≤ .001  
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 In older adulthood, close social relationships result from a lifetime of shared 

experiences.  They reflect differences in personality (Lang, Staudinger, & Carstensen, 1998), life 

histories (Lang, Reschke, & Neyer, 2006), and social contexts (Antonucci et al., 2010).  

Although individuals cannot control which context and family they are born into, through 

selecting and nurturing their closest social relationships, individuals strive to optimize their 

social resources to meet their needs within their current contexts (Lang, 2001; Rook et al., 2007).  

Human lives are complex.  Across the life-span individuals navigate multiples roles, identities, 

responsibilities, and aspirations within the context of a changing social environment (Antonucci, 

Akiyama, & Takahashi, 2004; Hooker & McAdams, 2003; Lang et al., 2006).  Relationships 

therefore reflect the complexities, ambiguities, contradictions, and conflicts that occur through 

shared experiences across the life-span (Hagestad, 2003; Plath, 1980).  Close social relationships 

are therefore not only a source of affirmation and support (Carstensen, 1992; Kahn & Antonucci, 

1980), but also emotional conflict  and strain (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Fingerman, Hay, & 

Birditt, 2004; Rook, 1984).  These complexities highlight the importance of regulating 

relationships and emotions by selecting social partners and social interactions, and working 

towards social goals to emphasize the positive and avoid the negative (Carstensen et al., 1999).  

By avoiding, reappraising, and managing negative experiences, older adults are able to 

accommodate stressors in their daily environments (Charles, 2010).  In older adulthood, those 

able to maintain supportive social ties are healthier, happier, and have a lower risk of mortality 

(House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988; House et al., 1982; Walen & Lachman, 2000). 

 This study examines the process by which older adults engage their interpersonal 

resources to regulate their emotional sensitivity to contact satisfaction with the closest social 
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partner.  First, we link individuals' satisfaction with their closest social partners on a given day 

to their positive and negative affect on that day, and then examine the extent to which reaching 

out to other close social partners dampens or intensifies this link.  Because relationships and 

regulatory processes are tied to characteristics of individuals’ social networks (Cichy, Stawski, & 

Almeida, 2013; Fiori, Antonucci, & Cortina, 2006; Lang et al., 1998), we also explore variation 

in these processes across partnered status and overall relationship quality.   

3.1 Close Social Relationships Across the Life-span 

 The convoy of social support (Antonucci et al., 2010; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980) provides 

a model that describes stability and change in individuals’ close social relationships over time.  

Across the life-span, social convoys are shaped by changes in characteristics of the person, 

situation, and context.  At birth, the convoys that individuals are born into are shaped solely by 

the immediate family’s socioeconomic and historical position and context.  Over time 

individuals develop the capacity to shape and adapt their convoys, and this ability ebbs and flows 

across the life-span.  Importantly, membership in the convoy is defined by closeness rather than 

roles. Although social roles such as child, mother, father, aunt, and friend often exist within its 

boundaries, the convoy is instead characterized by a hierarchy of closeness.  Across the life-span, 

through a process of social interactions and exchanges of support, individuals voluntarily and 

involuntarily draw social partners closer and also distancing themselves from others (Antonucci 

et al., 2004).  Although circumstances that individuals encounter across the life-span may be 

difficult or impossible to change, individuals are able to regulate feelings of closeness, and 

therefore are able to maintain some control over their proximal social environments (Lang & 

Heckhausen, 2001; Lang, Wagner, & Neyer, 2009) 
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3.1.1 Social Regulatory Processes and Emotion 

 On the whole, subjective well-being appears to improve with age until the final years of 

life (Gerstorf, Ram, Röcke, Lindenberger, & Smith, 2008; Scheibe & Carstensen, 2010).  This 

trend is accounted for in part by a general age-related improvement in emotion regulation.  By 

preemptively avoiding, reappraising, and managing responses to negative and positive 

experiences (Charles & Carstensen, 2008; Charles, Piazza, Luong, & Ameida, David, 2009; 

Martini & Busseri, 2010), older adults are able accommodate and recover from perturbations in 

their daily environments (Charles, 2010).   

 Regulating both positive and negative affect is important for maintaining well-being in 

older adulthood.  Regulating negative affect reduces the physiological toll of stressful events 

(Yancura & Aldwin, 2010), and maintaining stable positive affect in the face of varying daily 

experiences has been associated with well-being (Charles et al., 2009; Mroczek et al., 2013; 

Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).  Together, positive and negative affect create a dynamic system 

that orients individuals to how far or near they are from accomplishing their goals (Bolkan & 

Hooker, 2012; Carver & Scheier, 1998).  With age, recovering physiologically from negative 

affect becomes more difficult (Charles et al., 2009; Neupert et al., 2007), and regulating positive 

affect may assist in this recovery (Hay & Diehl, 2011).  Therefore, to understand how individuals 

regulate their emotional connection to their closest social partners would benefit from examining 

the concurrent regulation of both positive and negative affect. 

3.1.2 Emotion Regulation and Daily Social Experiences 

 Emotion regulation cannot be decoupled from individuals' close interpersonal 

relationships.  Individuals develop their relationships across their lifespans to match, support, 
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and be consistent with characteristics of both the individual and situation (Antonucci et al., 

2010).  The attentive selection of social partners facilitates avoiding negative emotional 

experiences (Carstensen et al., 1999; Lang, 2001).   The closest social partners grow closer over 

time (Antonucci et al., 2004), and grow stronger through withstanding trials and tribulations 

offered by shared lived experiences (Fung, Yeung, Li, & Lang, 2009).  

 Long relationship histories, changing abilities, and shifting roles also create complex and 

conflicted relationships in older adulthood (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Fingerman et al., 

2004).  In the face of these complexities, close relationships in older adulthood also appear to 

benefit from age-related changes in the emotion system.  Relationships in older adulthood benefit 

from an age-related increase in the capacity to simultaneously maintain positive and negative 

emotions (Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, & Nesselroade, 2000), and also greater emotional well-

being and decreased emotional instability (Carstensen et al., 2011; Röcke et al., 2009).  Parallel 

to these increased capacities in emotion regulation, negative relationship quality appears to 

decrease over time (Birditt, Jackey, & Antonucci, 2009).  Evidence suggests that older adult 

couples are better at regulating negative affect in the context of their disagreements, and also 

collaboratively solving problems than their younger counterparts (Carstensen, Gottman, & 

Levenson, 1995; Strough et al., 2008).  Nevertheless, when interpersonal tensions are 

unavoidable, older adults require more recovery time than younger adults (Yancura & Aldwin, 

2010), which emphasizes the importance of successfully regulating emotions, daily social 

experiences, and as examined in this study, sensitivity to the daily social environment.  

Following the logic of the emotion system's approach and avoidance dynamics (Carver & 

Scheier, 1998), one's closest social partners are the closest because emotional experiences with 
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them are the most rewarding.  Nevertheless, structural interdependencies such as marriage, 

dependents, financial interdependence (Carstensen et al., 1995), and the accumulation of positive 

and negative experiences over time (Antonucci et al., 2010) ensure that close relationships have 

both good and bad times (Fingerman et al., 2004).   

 This study focuses on older adults’ emotional sensitivity to interactions with their closest 

social partners.  Similar to emotion reactivity (Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995), emotional sensitivity 

is the extent to which positive and negative affect vary in response to daily interactions with 

close social partners.  Reactivity, however, generally measures emotional response to discreet 

stressors (Almeida, 2005; Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995).  Emotional sensitivity, on the other hand, 

is the covariation of two continuous dimensions of life: emotion and daily interpersonal 

experiences (Hooker et al., 2013).  The magnitude of older adults’ emotional sensitivity to the 

quality of interactions with their closest partners presents both a strength and vulnerability.  On 

the one hand, a strong emotional connection buffers stressful experiences (Bolger, Zuckerman, & 

Kessler, 2000), facilitates collaborative problem solving (Berg, Schindler, Smith, Skinner, & 

Beveridge, 2011) and goal attainment (Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013), and lessens the 

catastrophization of pain (Holtzman & DeLongis, 2007).  On the other hand, strong emotional 

sensitivity can intensify difficulties between social partners (Thompson & Bolger, 1999; 

Yorgason, Almeida, Neupert, Spiro, & Hoffman, 2006).  Variation in emotional sensitivity has 

so far been examined across individuals (Carstensen et al., 2011, 1995; Ong & Allaire, 2005; 

Yorgason et al., 2006).  Similar to personality characteristics, (Noftle & Fleeson, 2010), in this 

study we examine the potential for emotional sensitivity to also vary within individuals.  
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3.1.3 Regulating Emotional Connectedness with the Closest Social Partner 

 Relationships are constructed through a series of interactions (Fehr, 2000).  Contact 

satisfaction, the day-to-day satisfaction with social interactions, comprises the basis of 

relationship quality (Mejía & Hooker, 2013a).  Contact satisfaction involves an appraisal process 

(Lazarus, 1991), and it is after a social interaction that individuals are able to appraise their 

satisfaction.  Although contact satisfaction and emotion have, to our knowledge, not previously 

been examined from a within-person perspective, daily variation in contact satisfaction has been 

linked to support and hindrance (Rafaeli, Cranford, Green, Shrout, & Bolger, 2008) and also 

progress towards a social goal (Mejía & Hooker, 2013a, 2013b).  Individual differences in 

relationship quality have been found to moderate goal strategies (Martini & Busseri, 2010) and 

the affective outcomes of social interactions (Smith et al., 2009).   

 The dynamics of the emotion response system (Fredrickson, 1998), and the malleability of 

interpersonal resources (Lang & Heckhausen, 2001), highlight the adaptive potential of 

regulating one's emotional sensitivity to daily social experiences.  This study investigates the 

extent to which activating interpersonal resources dampens or intensifies emotional sensitivity to 

variation in contact satisfaction with their closest social partners.  Through this lens, individuals' 

sensitivity to daily social experiences is framed as a resource that individuals can up regulate and 

down regulate in response to experiences on a given day by activating interpersonal resources on 

that day.     

 Although the regulation of emotional sensitivity to contact satisfaction with close social 

partners has yet to be specifically identified in previous research, evidence from related studies 

suggests its potential.  Satisfaction with spousal interactions on a given day has been found to 
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reduce the coupling of pain and negative affect on that day (Holtzman & DeLongis, 2007).  

Similarly, couples' daily variation in the duration of intimacy lowered levels of cortisol for both 

social partners on that day (Ditzen, Hoppmann, & Klumb, 2008).  In a study of negative affect 

and stressful events, the couple's level of collaborative coping skills dampened negative affect 

reactivity (Schindler, Berg, Butler, Fortenberry, & Wiebe, 2010).  Finally, in a study that 

examined the regulation of the coupling between health and happiness, but did not account for 

daily variation in the quality of social interactions, reaching out to additional social partners did 

not dynamically moderate this link on that day (Waldinger & Schulz, 2010).  In this study we 

focus on emotional sensitivity to the quality of interactions with older adults’ closest social 

partners and the potential to regulate this sensitivity by reaching out to others.  

3.1.4 Present Study  

 Research on emotions, close social partners, and intentional self-development thus far has 

identified social partners to be deeply connected in day-to-day emotions (Schindler et al., 2010), 

goals for the future (Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013), and trajectories of subjective well-being 

(Walker et al., 2011).  These dynamics highlight the importance of regulating relationships, 

especially later in life.  In this study, building on the idea that emotional sensitivity to contact 

satisfaction can both increase strength and also expose vulnerabilities, we examine the extent to 

which older adults regulate their emotional sensitivity to contact satisfaction with the closest 

social partner through reaching out to other close social partners. Our study addresses the 

following research questions:  

 1) Does emotional sensitivity to contact satisfaction with social partners differ between 

the closest and other close social partners?  2) What are the similarities and differences in how 
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satisfaction with the closest social partner and other social partner are linked to daily variation 

in positive and negative affect? 3) How do social regulatory processes differ across partnered 

status and general satisfaction with close social partners? 4) To what extent does reaching out to 

other social partners on a given day dampen or intensify individuals’ emotional sensitivity to 

variation in contact satisfaction with the closest social partner on that day? 

3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Study Design  

 This study uses data from the initial and daily phases of the Personal Understanding of 

Life and Social Experiences (PULSE) Project to examine the regulation of emotional 

connectedness among older adults (Hooker, 2009).  This project, which was designed to examine 

within-person self-regulatory processes and between-persons differences in those processes 

(Nesselroade, 1990), was conducted completely via the Internet between June and October of 

2010.  Using a custom web-application designed by the research team, the PULSE project began 

with an initial survey to measure individual characteristics, and was followed by a daily survey 

to measure participants’ daily experiences.  In order to capture wide variation in daily 

experiences and regulatory processes, the daily phase of the study was designed to extend over a 

100-day time period.  An ancillary goal of the PULSE project was to compare temporal 

measurement strategies (e.g. the reliability of intraindividual variation in short measurement 

burst (Mejía, et al., in press)).  Therefore, 25 percent of the participants were randomly assigned 

to a burst measurement group and completed four equally spaced seven-day bursts of 

measurement (28 total observations) during the 100-day study period.  The burst and daily 

measurement groups did not significantly differ in age, gender, partnered status, or the 



Chapter 3: Closeness and Emotions 

 

60 

intraindividual mean of positive affect T2 = .05, F(4, 94) = 1.16, p > .01, but did differ in the 

intraindividual means of negative affect and contact satisfaction T2 = . 08, F(3,95) = 2.74, 

p < .05.  Those in the burst group tended to have a higher level of negative affect and a lower 

level of contact satisfaction.   

3.2.2 Participants and Procedure 

 Participants were recruited into the PULSE project from an existing human subjects 

registry of individuals age 50 and over.  Emails were sent to the 400 registry members with email 

addresses, and 105 older adults (Mage = 63.19, Range = 52 – 88) signed up for the study and 

completed the initial survey.  Of these participants, 88% were women, 97% were white, 73% 

were married or partnered, and 47% were retired.  To be included in the study, participants must 

have completed the daily portion of the survey, and have contacted their closest social partner 

and a peripheral social partner at some point during the study.  From the original 105 

participants, five withdrew from the study, and one was dropped for completing only five daily 

surveys.  Five participants were excluded from the study because they never contacted their 

closest and other social partners on the same day.  The final sample included 94 older adults. 

Those who were excluded from the study did not differ in terms of age, gender, marital status, or 

the level of positive affect, negative affect, or contact satisfaction; T2 = .14, F(7, 91) = .182, 

p > .05.  The median completion rate was .91 (interquartile range = .18).  Participants received a 

gift certificate worth $50 upon completion of the study.    

 The PULSE study consisted of an initial survey, which was followed by daily surveys 

over a 100-day time period.  The initial survey included measures of demographics and close 

social partners.  The daily survey, designed to be completed within five minutes, included 
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measures of positive and negative affect, and individuals' contact and satisfaction with their 

five closest social partners.  Time-stamped data showed that the median completion time for the 

initial survey was 50 minutes (interquartile range = 36 minutes), and the median completion time 

for the daily survey was 3.38 minutes (interquartile range = 2.56 minutes).  Participants were 

instructed to complete their surveys during the evening, and report on their experiences for that 

day.  Analysis of time stamped data showed that on average surveys were completed at 7:30pm 

(SD = 1 hour 40 minutes).   

3.2.3 Initial Survey Measures   

 Close Social Partners.  Participants' closest social partners were identified using the 

hierarchical mapping technique (Antonucci, 1986), which is a social network diagram that 

emphasizes closeness (rather than assuming a level of closeness based on the relationship type).  

This strategy avoids role-specific assumptions of closeness (for example, assuming that spouses 

are the closest social partner).  The web-based form included three concentric circles with  “you” 

in the middle, and instructed participants to imagine the diagram as a representation of all the 

social partners currently significant in their lives listed in the order of closeness.  The inner circle 

was reserved for those whom participants could not live without, the middle circle for those whom 

they felt close to, and the outer circle was for those whom participants felt not quite that close to 

but were in within their social network.  Participants completed the form by writing each social 

partner's name and relationship in a text box in the appropriate circle.   

 Partnered status.  Partnered status was identified using data from the initial survey 

where participants indicated their status as: married, divorced or separated, single, widowed, and 

other.  Partner status was cross-referenced in the social network diagram.  One participant who 
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indicated herself as “divorced,” and 3 who indicated their marital status as “other” also listed 

romantic partners in their inner convoy circle.  These individuals were coded as partnered.    

3.2.4 Daily Measures  

 Daily measures of positive and negative affect and contact satisfaction were measured in 

the daily survey, which included instructions to participants to complete the survey based on 

their experiences for that day.  Participants answered each item by sliding a handle across a bar 

that represented the range of potential answers.  To increase the likelihood of participants' 

independent assessment for each day the numbers on the scale, although recorded in the 

database, were not visible to participants.  This lessens the possibility of answering with the 

same number each day (Freyd, 1923; Hooker, 1991).   

 Positive and Negative Affect.  Participants' positive and negative affect on a given day 

were measured using the affect scale (Kleban, Lawton, Nesselroade, & Parmelee, 1992).  On a 

continuous sliding scale from not at all (0) to extremely (49), participants reported the extent to 

which they felt happy, interested, energetic, content, and warm (positive affect), and also sad, 

worried, annoyed, irritated, and depressed (negative affect). The two scales were summed so that 

a higher score represents stronger feelings of positive and negative affect (range of possible 

scores: 0 − 245).  To support the independent assessment of each day's affect, items within the 

affect scale were randomly ordered each day to prevent order effects.  Both scales showed good 

internal consistency.  Across the 100 measurements, Cronbach’s alpha ranged from ranged from 

.83 to .96 (M = .92) for positive affect, and from .82 to .96 (M = .90) for negative affect.   

 Daily contact satisfaction.  Participants rated whether or not they contacted their five 

closest social partners and their satisfaction with that interaction using a measure adapted from 
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Rook (1987).  The five closest social partners that participants identified in the initial survey 

were listed in the order of closeness in the daily survey.   For those with fewer then five social 

partners in their inner circles (n = 60), the list also included social partners from the middle circle.  

Daily contact satisfaction was measured in two steps.  First, participants indicated with whom they 

had interacted on that day by checking a box next to the social partner's name.  Checking the box 

revealed a contact satisfaction scale for that social partner that ranged from 0 (not satisfied) to 100 

(satisfied).   

 Contact satisfaction with the closest social partner.  The closest social partner (CP) was 

identified in the initial survey as the first social partner listed in the social convoy measure.  A 

small number of participants (n = 7) did not list their spouse as the closest social partner.  Because 

spouse relationships are unique (Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2009), and this subgroup of participants 

was too small to examine separately, for these individuals the spouses were moved to the closest 

social partner position.  A variable indicating that this change has been made (1 = change; 0 = no 

change) was examined in preliminary analyses, and its inclusion neither improved model fit nor 

altered the findings presented in this study.  Because the focus of this study is on the link between 

close partner satisfaction and affect, only days when participants contacted their closest social 

partners (total obs = 5,708) were included in the analysis.  In preliminary analysis we also 

examined the model with all observations (with a dummy variable to indicate no contact days).  

The direction and significance of the effects were consistent with the models presented in this 

study.  Contact satisfaction was person centered (satisfactionti - satisfactionm).   

 Contact satisfaction with other social partners.  The remaining four closest social partners 

comprised the participants' other social partners (OP).  To emphasize the quality over the quantity 
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of social interactions, contact satisfaction was averaged across all OP contacted on that day 

(∑(contact satisfactionti) / ∑(contactedti)).  Daily OP contact satisfaction was then person centered, 

and days when the OP was not contacted were coded as 0 (average).  To account not contacting 

other social partners on that day, a dummy variable representing no contact days (1 = no OP 

contact, 0 = OS contact) was included in the analysis.  

3.2.5 Covariates 

 Age and gender were included as covariates, and also examined as potential moderators of 

emotional connectedness with the closest social partner because of their association with 

differences in emotion regulatory processes and interpersonal processes (Birditt & Fingerman, 

2003; Carstensen et al., 1995).  To control for differences in exposure to the 100-day study, a 

variable representing membership in the burst group (burst =1, daily = 0) was constructed and 

included in analysis. 

3.2.6 Analytic Strategy  

 We examined variation in emotional sensitivity to interactions with older adults’ social 

partners across the degree of closeness, the within-person regulation of emotional sensitivity to 

interactions with the closest social partner, and differences in these across participants by 

estimating a series of multivariate normal multilevel models (Hox, 2010).  We estimated positive 

and negative affect simultaneously so that we could model them as a system that is linked within 

the individual.  The strategy also increases power and avoids the risk of increasing the likelihood 

of type I errors through multiple comparisons.  Multilevel models adjust for the nesting of 

observations within persons by decomposing between-person from within-person variation in the 

outcome variables.  We selected multilevel models over within-person analytic approaches such as 
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nonstationary state-space modeling to facilitate the analysis of within-person processes and 

variation in those processes across individuals (Molenaar, Sinclair, Rovine, Ram, & Corneal, 

2009).  Nevertheless, we acknowledge that multilevel models begin with estimating the average 

and then estimate variation from that average in the present sample.  To model within-person 

processes, the time-varying covariates were person-centered by subtracting the raw observation 

from the person-mean.  The estimates of time-varying coefficients can therefore be interpreted as 

the unit-increase in daily positive or negative affect as the variable of interest rises above and falls 

below the individuals’ average.  

 Models were constructed sequentially to answer our specific research questions.  We began 

with an unconditional model to understand the distribution of variation in positive and negative 

affect between and within individuals.  We then modeled variation in contact satisfaction with the 

closest social partner in the first model, continued by adding variation in contact satisfaction with 

other social partners in the second model, and concluded by adding the within-person interaction of 

closest X other social partner contact satisfaction in the final model.  We chose this sequence 

because of our interest in contribution of other social partners to variation in positive and negative 

affect above and beyond the coupling of affect and contact satisfaction with the closest social 

partner.  Improvements in model fit were assessed using the log-ratio test (-2*LL).  To understand 

if added complexity provided practical significance, change in the proportion of explained variance 

was also examined (R2 = σ u|b
2 −σ u|m

2( )/σ u|b
2 ) (Snijders & Bosker, 2012).  

 The level 1 equation examines the processes of regulating emotional connection to the 

closest social partner.  This equation addressed our first, second and fourth research aims—to 

understand the sensitivity of positive and negative affect to variation in contact satisfaction with 
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closest and other social partners, and the potential to regulate sensitivity to close partners by 

reaching out to other social partners on that day.  The level 1 equation is presented as follows:  

affectijk = pijk * b0 pi + b1pi Dayijk( )+ b2 pi CPSijk( )+ b3pi OPS ijk( )+ b3pi CPS ×OPSijk( )+ eipk⎡⎣ ⎤⎦ +

nijk * b0ni + b1ni Dayijk( )+ b2ni CPSijk( )+ b3ni OPS ijk( )+ b3ni CPS ×OPSijk( )+ eipk⎡⎣ ⎤⎦
  (1) 

 In this equation, affectijk represents affect for individual i for affective domain j (j = 1 for 

positive affect, and j = 0 for negative affect) on day k.  Accordingly, there are two observations on 

each day for each individual—one for positive affect, and the other for negative affect.  When 

p = 1 and n = 0, the positive affect equation is activated, and when n = 1 and p = 0, the negative 

affect equation is activated.  This results in two coefficients for each independent variable—one in 

relation to variation in positive affect, and the other in relation to variation in negative affect.  Wald 

tests of equality were used to examine whether the coupling of affect and satisfaction with the 

closest social partner was distinct from the coupling of affect and satisfaction with the other social 

partners.  Because PA and NA were on the same scale, as were satisfaction with close and other 

social partners, we were able to make these comparisons using unstandardized coefficients.  

 Another feature of multilevel models is that the second level equation allows for the 

examination of between-person differences in the within-person processes identified in the first 

model.  The second level equations for positive affect are as follows. The negative affect equations 

(not shown in the interest of space) were identical, but with the nij rather than pij terms.  

b0 pi = γ 0 p0 + γ 0 p1 satisi( )+γ 0 p2 partneri( )+ γ 0 p3 agei( )+ γ 0 p4 gender( )+ u0 pi   (2) 

b1pi = γ 1p0 + γ 1p1 satisi( )+γ 1p2 partneri( )+ u1pi  (3) 

b2 pi = γ 2 p0 + γ 2 p1 satisi( )+ u2 pi  (4) 
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b3pi = γ 3p0 + γ 3p1 satisi( )  (5) 

 In equation (1) b0pi represents the intercept, which was modeled to vary across individuals 

as a function of the grand mean of positive affect (γ0p0) overall satisfaction (γ0p1), partnered status 

(γ0p2), age (γ0p3), gender (γ0p4), and remaining unexplained variation (u0pi).  Equations (2) and (3) 

model variation in the coefficients for contact satisfaction with the closest (b1pi) and other (b2pi) 

social partners were specified by the average effect (γ1p0, γ2p0), variation in the person-mean of 

satisfaction (γ1p1, γ2p1), partner status (γ1p2, γ2p2), and a person-level error term (u1pi, u2pi).  Between-

person variation in the within-person interaction term CPS X OPS is specified in equation (5), and 

was not modeled to vary randomly across individuals, but rather as a function of differences in 

overall satisfaction with the closest social partners (γ3p1). 

 Given the time-series nature of the data, to render the data weakly stationary, all models 

were adjusted for growth and weekend effects, and the correlation of level 1 errors were accounted 

for by including a first order autoregressive term.  The homogeneity of level-1 residuals was also 

examined.  First, we predicted the level 1 residuals for each individual, and then tested their 

equality across study covariates using an ANOVA.  Level 1 residuals were found to significantly 

vary across gender; F(1, 92) = 6.91, p < .01, and this heterogeneity accounted for in the models 

presented n this study.     

3.3 Results 

 Descriptive statistics are shown in Tables 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3.  Table 3.1 shows characteristics 

of the convoy as well as means, standard deviations, and correlations across differences in 

overall contact satisfaction and partnered status.  Table 3.2 presents a correlation matrix of 

between-person characteristics.  Because of the high correlation of the level of close partner and 
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peripheral partner satisfaction (r = .82), a single measure of mean contact satisfaction was 

constructed and included in the model.  Finally, the within-person correlations of time-varying 

covariates are presented in Table 3.3.   

3.3.1 Preliminary Analysis 

 Before constructing the models, the time varying covariates were modeled separately and 

unconditionally to estimate their intraclass correlations, which is an estimation of the proportion 

of variation that is accounted for by group (person) membership.  The intraclass correlations 

were .61 for both positive and negative affect, and .48 for both close partner and peripheral 

partner satisfaction.  This suggests that the within and between-person variation was relatively 

evenly distributed in all time-varying covariates.  Each time invariant covariate (age, gender, and 

group membership) was then examined individually as cross-level moderators of the coupling of 

contact satisfaction with the closest social partner with positive and negative affect.  

Measurement group significantly moderated the coupling of closest social partner contact 

satisfaction and positive affect (estimate = -.33, SE = .14, p = .01), which suggests that positive 

affect among those in the burst measurement group was significantly less sensitive to variation in 

contact satisfaction with the closest social partner than those in the daily measurement group.  

This cross-level interaction was carried forward into the sequential models. 

3.3.2 Affective Sensitivity to Contact Satisfaction with the Closest Social Partner 

 We began our analysis by examining the extent to which variation above and below 

individuals’ average satisfaction with their closest social partners was associated with variation 

in positive and negative affect on that day, and the extent to which these processes varied across 

between-person differences in overall satisfaction with social partners over the 100-day study.  
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Consistent with our expectations, and previous research on spousal couples, both positive 

(b = .65, SE = .05, p < .001) and negative affect (b = -.73, SE = .06, p < .001) were sensitive to 

day-to-day variation in contact satisfaction with the closest social partner.  The level of affect 

across the 100-day study was also associated with between-person differences in overall 

satisfaction with participants’ social partners; b = 2.18, SE = .20, p < .001; b = −1.78, SE = .23, 

p < .001, for positive and negative affect, respectively.  The strength of the coupling with daily 

closest social partner contact satisfaction was greater for negative than positive affect; 

χ2(1) = 6.61, p = .01.  As shown in Figure 3.1, allowing emotional sensitivity to contact 

satisfaction with the closest social partners to vary across participants significantly improved 

model fit (χ2(7) = 325.5, p < .001).  These between-person differences in emotional sensitivity 

were not explained by partnered status; b = .14, SE = .14, p > .05; b = .09, SE = .15, p > .05, for 

neither positive nor negative affect, respectively.  However, negative affect sensitivity to closest 

social partner contact satisfaction did vary across differences in overall contact satisfaction 

(b = .01, SE = .004, p = .02).  As shown in Figure 3.2, negative affect among those with higher 

satisfaction with their closest social partners was less sensitive to daily variation in contact 

satisfaction with the closest social partner.   

 Daily variation in contact satisfaction explained 24% of the within-person variation in 

positive affect for men and women, and 19% and 20% of the within-person variation in negative 

affect for men and women, respectively.  Accounting for overall satisfaction with the closest 

social partners explained a respective 60% and 46% of the between-person vacation in positive 

and negative affect.    
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3.3.3 Affective Sensitivity to Contact Satisfaction with Other Social Partners      

 In our next model we examined the extent to which day-to-day variation in positive and 

negative affect was sensitive to contact satisfaction with other social partners on that day, above 

and beyond contact satisfaction with the closest social partner.  Adding contact satisfaction with 

other social partners significantly improved model fit; χ2(21) = 246.5, p < .001.  Both positive 

(b = .38, SE = .05, p < .001) and negative (b = -.29, SE = .06, p < .001) affect were sensitive to 

daily variation in contact satisfaction with other social partners.  The magnitude of the coupling 

with other social partner contact satisfaction was stronger for positive than negative affect; 

χ2(1) = 3.81, p = .05.  Additionally, affect was more tightly coupled with contact satisfaction to 

the closest compared to other social partners; χ2(1) = 238.07, p < .001; χ2(1) = 212.25, p < .001, 

for positive and negative affect, respectively.   

 As shown in Figure 3.1(b), affective sensitivity to daily variation in other social partner 

contact satisfaction varied across individuals; χ2(11) = 79, p < .001.  Similar to contact 

satisfaction with closest social partner, overall contact satisfaction moderated negative affect 

sensitivity to contact satisfaction with other social partners (b = .009, SE = .004, p = .03); those 

with higher overall contact satisfaction were less sensitive to variation in contact satisfaction 

with other social partners (Figure 3.2(b)).  Emotional sensitivity to contact satisfaction with other 

social partners did not vary significantly across partnered status; b = -.13, SE = .12, p > .05; 

b = .03, SE = .14, p > .05, for either positive or negative affect, respectively.  Contacting no other 

social partners on a given day was associated with lower positive affect on that day (b = -2.12, 

SE = .85, p = .01).    
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 Accounting for day-to-day contact satisfaction with other social partners accounted for 

an additional 1% of within-person variation in both positive and negative affect for men, and 3% 

of within-person variation for women.  Daily contact satisfaction with other social partners also 

explained a respective 15% and 3% of the between-person variation in positive and negative 

affect sensitivity to contact satisfaction with the closest social partner.   

3.3.4 Within-person Moderation of Emotional Sensitivity 

 In our final model we examined the extent to which emotional sensitivity to contact 

satisfaction with the closest social partner may be up or down regulated by satisfaction with 

other social partners on that day.  In this model we also considered variation in this regulation of 

sensitivity across differences in overall social partner satisfaction.  Including this within-person 

moderation term and its variation across overall social partner satisfaction significantly improved 

model fit; χ2(8) = 18.1, p < .05.  The coupling of positive affect and contact satisfaction with the 

closest social partner was nonsignificant (b = -.002, SE = .001, p > .05) but was differentiated by 

overall contact satisfaction (b = .0002, SE = .0000, p = .04).  As shown in figure 3.3(a), reaching 

out to other social partners regulated positive affect sensitivity for those with higher but not 

lower overall contact satisfaction.  Accounting for the within-person moderation of positive 

affect sensitivity to contact satisfaction with the closest social partner explained an additional 8% 

of the between-person differences positive affect sensitivity to closest social partner contact 

satisfaction.   

 Reaching out to other social partners also moderated the coupling of closest social partner 

contact satisfaction and negative affect on that day (b = .004, SE = .001, p = .005).  As shown in 

Figure 3.3(b), higher contact satisfaction with other social partners dampened negative affect 
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sensitivity to variation in contact satisfaction with the closest social partner on that day.  The 

CPS x OPS within-person interaction termed explained an additional 2% of between-person 

differences in negative affect sensitivity to contact satisfaction with the closest social partner.    

3.4 Discussion 

 Close social relationships are essential for well-being across individuals’ life-spans.  By 

actively contributing to the selection and regulation of close social partners, individuals modify 

and build upon convoys of support that travel with them over time (Carstensen et al., 1999; Kahn 

& Antonucci, 1980; Lang & Heckhausen, 2001; Rook et al., 2007).  Yet, as much as closeness 

brings life satisfaction and joy, closeness to others can also expose individuals to heartache, 

emotional conflict, and feelings of obligation (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Fingerman et al., 

2004; Rook, 1984).  Close social partners provide a resource while also potentially increasing 

exposure to stressful events (Martire et al., 2006).  In this study we examined older adults’ daily 

emotional experiences with their five closest social partners to understand how closeness is 

linked to emotional well-being in daily life.  We also examined the extent to which reaching out 

to others provides a resource to regulate one’s sensitivity to daily socioemotional experiences.  

We found that indeed, emotions are most sensitive to daily interactions with the closest 

compared to other close social partners, and that reaching out to other social partners may 

facilitate down regulating emotional sensitivity to the closest social partner on that day.  

Together, these finding illustrate the processes by which older adults are able to build and 

maintain emotional closeness with their social partners while at the same time protecting their 

emotional well-being from the impact of social strain.    
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3.4.1 Closeness, Emotional Sensitivity, and Processes of Reaction and Recovery 

 The social convoy, as a model of close social relationships that travel with individuals 

over time, is structured by closeness rather than roles.  The model assumes that based on 

characteristics of the individual and his or her situation, social partners are drawn closer through 

supportive exchanges.  In this study, by examining how daily emotional experiences are linked to 

interactions with close social partners, we were able to closely examine emotional processes 

within the social convoy, including the coupling of emotions and of contact satisfaction across 

the closeness hierarchies that were identified by the individual.  Therefore, in this study our main 

focus was on the closest social partner, regardless of whether or not he or she were a friend, 

family member, or spouse.  And we found that indeed daily variation in both positive and 

negative emotions are most sensitive to variation in contact satisfaction with the closest rather 

than other close social partners.  This suggests, then that individual-defined closeness, rather than 

social partners’ roles, differentiates emotional sensitivity.  Previous work on emotions and close 

social partners have focused on spousal relationships (Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013; Martire et 

al., 2006; Walker et al., 2011), and the findings from this study warrant further investigation in 

emotional connectedness with the closest social partner rather than the role.   

 Also implicit in the social convoy model are assumptions of how social partners support 

and engage with one another across the life-span.  Beyond general exchanges of support, and 

navigating strain, a large and growing body or research links social partners to older adults’ 

emotional experiences (Carstensen et al., 1995, 2000; Charles et al., 2009; Chui, Hoppmann, 

Gerstorf, Walker, & Luszcz, 2014; Ong & Allaire, 2005).  In this study we were specifically 

interested in how close social partners contribute to not only the strain-responsive, avoidance-
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oriented system negative affect, but also the independent yet complementary recovery and 

approach-oriented system of positive affect (Fredrickson, 1998; Holtzman & DeLongis, 2007; 

Ong & Allaire, 2005; Ong, Bergeman, Bisconti, & Wallace, 2006; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).  

Although the overall magnitude of emotional sensitivity was higher for interactions with close 

social partners than other social partners, we found that the relative strength of emotional 

coupling of positive and negative affect varied across the closest and other close social partners.  

For interactions with the closest social partners, the magnitude of negative affect was in general 

stronger than sensitivity to positive affect.  This pattern was reversed in interactions with other 

close social partners, where positive affect was more sensitive than negative affect.  This 

suggests that not only does the magnitude of sensitivity vary across the hierarchy of closeness, 

but also that looser social ties assist in the recovery process.  Support for this interpretation is 

mirrored in our finding that positive, but not negative, affect was lower on days that individuals 

did not reach out to other social partners.  These findings suggest a process by which broader, 

more diversified networks may be better positioned to present well-being in older adulthood 

(Fiori et al., 2006; Litwin & Shiovitz-Ezra, 2011).   

3.4.2 Regulating Emotional Sensitivity to Interactions with Close Social Partners 

 The convoy model proposes that social partners become emotionally close because, on 

average, they support individuals’ well-being.  In other words, close social partners provide a 

resource.  The dark side of closeness, however, is powerful and well-documented (Birditt et al., 

2009; Rook, 1984; Sorkin & Rook, 2006).  It is the closest social relationships that are 

accompanied by ambivalence, mixed emotions, and conflict (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; 

Fingerman et al., 2004; Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013).  Therefore, in this study, as we examined 
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the dynamics of emotions and daily interactions with older adults’ five closest social partners, 

we also considered the potential that as a resource, social partners may assist up and down 

regulating emotional sensitivity to daily social experiences.  We found that indeed, reaching out 

to other close social partners dampened the sensitivity of both positive and negative affect to 

contact satisfaction with the closest social partner on that day.  This finding worked in both 

directions—emotional sensitivity to the  closest social partner was amplified on days that 

interactions with other social partners were less satisfying than normal.   

In the context of these findings, it’s important to ask under what circumstances 

individuals would up-regulate sensitivity to their social environments.  Generally, being less 

sensitive to variation in the environment is conceptualized as a sort of resilience.  Individuals 

who are on average less sensitive to variation in their daily experiences, are able to work towards 

goals in the face of daily stress and social hindrance (Hooker et al., 2013; Mejía & Hooker, 

2013b), and are cognitively and emotionally resistant to negative experiences (Brose, 

Schmiedek, Lövdén, & Lindenberger, 2011; Charles et al., 2009; Stawski, Almeida, Lachman, 

Tun, & Rosnick, 2010).  But at the same time, emotional sensitivity, by linking states to the 

environment may facilitate being inspired, uplifted, and motivated by others (Ditzen et al., 2008).  

In other words, emotional sensitivity may be a resource that individuals actively regulate in 

response to or anticipation of their experiences within a social environment.  This might be part 

of the process by which those with moderate levels of neuroticism, characterized by emotional 

sensitivity, may excel in certain low stress environments (Hooker et al., 2013).  Although a high 

level of emotional sensitivity presents risk (Mroczek et al., 2013), perhaps regulating variability 



Chapter 3: Closeness and Emotions 

 

76 

above or below an individuals’ level is adaptive.  The findings from this study warrant further 

investigation into this potential.   

In the domain of relationships with close social partners, the regulation of emotional 

sensitivity provides a pathway that may facilitate remaining close, or even becoming closer in 

the context of negative interactions and stressful events (Fung et al., 2009).  Indeed, it provides a 

potential process to answer a largely unanswered question: if older adults begin to prioritize 

emotional closeness (Carstensen et al., 1999), how is it that they navigate their closest and most 

complex social ties?  The findings from this study suggest that in addition to disengagement, 

avoidance, reappraisal, and regulating interactions (Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008; Cichy, 

Lefkowitz, Davis, et al., 2013; Sorkin & Rook, 2006), older adults may also regulate their day-

to-day variation in their emotional sensitivity social experiences.       

3.4.3 Variation and Stability Across Person Characteristics 

 An important extension of the ability regulate emotional sensitivity is to understand 

characteristics of the individual and situation that facilitate or hinder older adults’ ability dampen 

or intensify sensitivity to daily social experiences.  We took a first step towards understanding 

potential between-person differences in the capacity to regulate sensitivity by examining 

differences across partnered status and individuals’ overall satisfaction with their five closest 

social partners.  To our surprise, in this study we found partnered status to be associated with 

neither the level of positive or negative affect, nor affective sensitivity to satisfaction with the 

closest or other close social partners.  We acknowledge that our sample of healthy older adults 

who were willing to complete a 100-day internet survey are exceptional in many ways, and are 

therefore cautious to interpret our results.  However, this is the only study to our knowledge that 
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compared those with partners to those with a very close friend or relative. Although spouses 

differ from closest friends in many important ways, such as sharing financial and family 

responsibilities over extended time periods (Carstensen et al., 1995; Ditzen et al., 2008; Gerstorf, 

Hoppmann, Anstey, & Luszcz, 2009; Hoppmann & Gerstorf, 2013), our findings suggest that the 

coupling of emotions with contact satisfaction is more a function of closeness then it is of 

structural differences in relationships that differentiate spouses from friends.   

 An important person characteristic that we did find in this study was individuals’ overall 

satisfaction with the five close social partners across the 100-day study.  For those with lower 

overall satisfaction, experiencing higher contact satisfaction with closest social partners did not 

dampen the extent to which positive affect was coupled with closest social partner contact 

satisfaction on that day.  Evidence suggests that positive affect provides a resource that assists 

the recovery process by lowering negative affect following a stressful experience (Fredrickson, 

1998; Ong & Allaire, 2005; Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).  Our findings suggest that for those 

with lower levels of contact satisfaction, who are by definition experience low daily satisfaction, 

are less able to replenish their emotional reserves by engaging in satisfying interactions with 

other social partners.  Importantly, we found this differentiation in a healthy and relatively 

homogenous sample, and we would therefore expect further differentiation in other populations 

of older adults that have been shown to differ in relationship processes such as conflict 

engagement/disengagement, household dynamics, and supportive exchanges (Cichy, Lefkowitz, 

& Fingerman, 2013; Cichy, Stawski, & Almeida, 2013; Peek et al., 2004).  
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3.4.4 Limitations and Future Directions  

 Although this study benefited from data that reflects older adults’ social interactions and 

emotional experiences in their daily lives, its limitations must also be taken into consideration.  

First, the generalizability of our findings are limited by the selection of our sample, which was 

comprised of relatively healthy older adults who were somewhat savvy with computers and 

willing to engage in a 100-day study.  Yet even within this homogenous sample, we found 

considerable variability in day-to-day socioemotional experiences.  We anticipate that examining 

these processes in a more diverse population would have two important implications.  First, 

interdependence among social partners is higher among those with fewer socioeconomic 

resources (Cichy, Stawski, & Almeida, 2013; Litwin & Shiovitz-Ezra, 2011; Stack, 1974).  

Sharing resources in effort to make ends meet, could affect the coupling of emotion and contact 

satisfaction in two ways.  On the one hand, interdependence could amplify the coupling of 

emotion and contact satisfaction.  On the other hand, those within more interdependent social 

networks may, out of necessity, develop more detached socioemotional regulatory processes.  

Nevertheless, because extended periods of higher levels of social strain, and extended periods of 

exposure to stress appear to intensify rather than dampen reactivity to the social environment 

(Mroczek et al., 2006, 2013), we anticipate that emotional well-being among those within 

interdependent and dense social networks would be more tightly coupled with close social 

partner interactions.   

 We would also like to note that although we did not find gender to differentiate the social 

regulatory processes examined in this study, our sample of men was not large enough to 

conclude that gender differences do not exist.  Consistent with previous research on stress and 
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interpersonal interactions (Rohrbaugh et al., 2002; Walen & Lachman, 2000), we found that 

men varied less than women in both positive and negative affect.   

   In this study we were also uniquely able to link the satisfaction of individuals’ 

interactions with their five closest social partners to daily variation in both positive and negative 

affect.  This study did not, however, present dyadic data, cannot inform the social partners’ 

perceptions of the interaction, or how those interactions influenced their own well-being.  

Although this would be an important avenue for future research, it would have limited the 

identification of close social partners to those who were also willing to participated in an 

extended microlongitudinal study.  By focusing on the individuals’ emotions and perceptions of 

satisfaction, we were able to examine differences in perceived closeness—which would have 

been more difficult in a study that collected information on daily social experiences from 

multiple network members.  

 Finally, in this study we were not able to differentiate the direction of causality in our 

results.  That is, it is also possible that individuals experienced more satisfying interactions with 

their closest social partners on days that positive affect was higher and negative affect was lower.  

Of course, developmental systems theory would suggest that this association by definition is 

bidirectional.  Nevertheless, we chose in this study a direction of analysis that is consistent with 

emotional theory—that emotions are experienced in response to appraisals of one’s actions and 

experiences within the environment (Lazarus, 1991).  Of course, how emotions play into the 

extent to which one engages or disengages their closest social partner is an important avenue of 

future research.  
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3.4.5 Conclusion and Future Directions 

 Identifying a process by which older adults engage their interpersonal resources to 

intensify or dampen their sensitivity to contact satisfaction with their closest social partners on 

that day creates many promising and necessary directions for future research.  An important first 

step is to learn more about the psychological mechanisms behind regulating emotional sensitivity 

to daily social experiences.  One approach would be to link emotional sensitivity on one day to 

the number of other social partners contacted on that day, or on the next day.  A second approach 

would be to use an ecological momentary assessment design.  By measuring emotions and 

interactions multiple times a day, it would be possible to examine the sequencing of emotions 

and interactions as well as recover processes.  A time structured approach (Ram & Gerstorf, 

2009), where the sequence of events is the focus, would assist in disentangling the psychological 

mechanisms by which individuals regulate their emotional sensitivity to variation in the proximal 

social worlds.  Finally, it is important to understand how the capacity to regulate emotional 

sensitivity to the proximal social environment change over the lifespan and also during stressful 

life periods and transitions.   

 Across the life-span individuals shape their social convoys by regulating their closeness to 

others.  By studying relationships in the context of daily life, we were able to identify how older 

adults’ five closest social partners uniquely contribute to experiences of daily emotions.  We 

found closeness to translate directly to emotional sensitivity to interpersonal experiences.  But 

most importantly, the findings from the study suggest that emotional sensitivity is actually a 

resource.  The process of up and down regulating emotional sensitivity to daily experiences may 

assist older adults in maintaining closeness in the context of strained interactions.
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Table 3.1.  Convoy Characteristics and Intraindividual Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Across Independent and Interdependent 
Possible Self Expressions 

 High Overall Satis 
n = 47 

Low Overall Satis 
n = 47 

Partnered 
n = 71 

Nonpartnered 
n = 23 

Total 
N = 94 

 M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Convoy Characteristics           
  Partnered .74  .71      .73  
  N in Convoy 20.00 (8.98) 15.78 (8.75) 17.25 (9.10) 19.67 (8.92) 17.90 (9.07) 
  % in Inner Circle .31 (.16) .33 (.18) 33.55 (16.96) 27.24 (16.55) 31.83 (17.00) 
  Inner Circle < 5 .36  .59  .46  .52  .47  
           
Intraindividual Means           
  Positive Affect 195.98 (32.78) 146.55 (24.83) 171.71 (38.89) 170.99 (36.87) 171.52 (38.16) 
  Negative Affect 27.50 (29.21) 69.48 (36.71) 49.18 (39.51) 45.87 (38.78) 48.28 (39.14) 
  CP Satisfaction 92.25 (6.04) 68.91 (10.90) 79.73 (15.17) 83.29 (12.98) 80.70 (14.63) 
  CP Contact .85  .73  .94  .39  .79  
  OP Satisfaction 91.59 (5.55) 69.38 (8.50) 80.63 (13.50) 80.51 (12.75) 80.60 (13.24) 
  OP Contact 1.00 (.25) .88 (.29) .97 (.27) .83 (.29) .94 (.28) 
           
Intraindividual SD           
  Positive Affect 26.41 12.59 26.86 13.04 26.53 (12.61) 29.92 (13.35) 26.64 (12.75) 
  Negative Affect 24.62 14.66 31.56 13.73 27.80 (14.42) 28.72 (15.18) 28.05 (14.56) 
  CP Satisfaction 10.98 6.81 14.83 7.17 13.53 (6.89) 11.20 (7.93) 12.89 (7.23) 
  OP Satisfaction 10.73 5.70 14.17 5.90 11.77 (5.65) 14.21 (6.73) 12.43 (7.22) 
           
Intraindividual Correlations           
r(pa, na) -.48 .27 -.53 .23 -.51 (.26) -.49 (.24) -.51 (.25) 
r(pa, cp satisfaction) .28 .27 .32 .31 .33 (.24) .23 (.42) .30 (.29) 
r(na, cp satisfaction) -.28 .29 -.38 .28 -.34 (.25) -.29 (.40) -.33 (.29) 
r(pa, op satisfaction) .27 .21 .31 .28 .25 (.25) .39 (.25) .29 (.25) 
r(na, op satisfaction) -.19 .25 -.28 .20 -.22 (.22) -.28 (.25) -.24 (.23) 
r(cp satis, op satis) .28 .27 .28 .34 .28 (.26) .26 (.42) .28 (.30) 
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Table 3.2.  Correlation Matrix of Between-Persons Characteristics  

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 
1. Positive Affect ---           
2. Negative Affect -.75*** ---          
3. CP Satisfaction .75*** -.68*** ---         
4. OP Satisfaction .73*** -.73*** .82*** ---        
5. Partnered .03 -.04 -.11 .00 ---       
6. Interdependent 
PS .23* -.25** .20* .20* .27** ---      

7. Age -.05 .03 -.01 -.01 -.36*** -.27** ---     
8. Female -.10 .16 -.04 -.04 -.30** -.04 -.01 ---    
9. Group -.16 .27** -.24* -.30** -.02 -.26** .16 -.03 ---   
10. N Convoy .22* -.20* .22* .17 -.10 .00 -.05 .02 -.06 ---  
11. % Convoy Close -.05 .26** -.03 -.00 .05 .04 -.08 .08 -.06 -.29** --- 
12. < 5 Closest -.23* .09 -.23* -.31** .03 -.01 .03 -.02 .12 -.35*** -.51*** 

Note. CP = closest social partner; OP = other social partner; Partnered 1= partnered 0 = unpartnered; Interdependent 0 = Independent 1 = 
Interdependent; Gender 1 = Woman 0 = Man; Group 1 = Burst Measurement Group, 2 = Daily Measurement Group; < 5 Closest 1 = > 0 social 
partners outside closest circle, 0 = all social partners within closest circle.  
* p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001 
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Table 3.3.  Within Person Correlation Matrix of Time Varying Covariates.  

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 
1. Positive Affect ---     
2. Negative Affect -.57*** ---    
3. CP Satisfaction .29*** -.24*** ---   
4. PP Satisfaction  .39*** -.40*** .27*** ---  
5. CP Contact -.00 -.01 -.01 --- --- 
6. No OP Contact .10*** -.03** .27*** .06*** .13*** 

Note. CP = closest social partner; OP = other social partners.  
*** p ≤ .001 
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Table 3.4.  Multivariate Multilevel Model of Daily Emotional Experiences and Satisfaction with Closest and Other Social Partners  
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 PA NA PA NA PA NA 
 b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) 

Intercept 171.25*** (2.53) 46.67*** (3.02) 171.57*** (2.53) 49.79*** (3.02) 171.71*** (0.24) 49.54*** (3.02) 
Group 7.84 (6.54) 5.53 (7.79) 9.60 (6.40) 4.90 (7.76) 9.72 (6.38) 4.81 (7.75) 
Partnered 0.51 (6.30) -0.44 (7.50) 1.80 (6.27) -1.37 (7.48) 1.80 (6.27) -1.55 (7.47) 
Satis BP 2.18*** (0.20) -1.78*** (0.23) 2.20*** (0.20) -1.80*** (0.23) 2.18*** (0.20) -1.79*** (0.23) 
CP Satis 0.65*** (0.05) -0.73*** (0.06) 0.59*** (0.05) -0.68*** (0.06) 0.56*** (0.05) -0.66*** (0.06) 
  CPSxPartner 0.14 (0.14) 0.09 (0.15) 0.15 (0.13) 0.08 (0.15) 0.16 (0.13) 0.08 (0.15) 
  CPSxGroup -0.33* (0.14) -0.01 (0.16) -0.34** (0.14) -0.02 (0.15) -0.32** (0.13) 4.81 (7.74) 
  CPSxSat BP -0.005 (0.004) 0.01* (0.004) -0.004 (0.004) 0.009 (0.005) -0.005 (0.004) 0.01 (0.005) 
OP Satis     0.38*** (0.05) -0.29*** (0.06) 0.40*** (0.05) -0.29*** (0.06) 
 OPSxPartner     -0.13 (0.12) 0.03 (0.14) -0.14 (0.12) 0.02 (0.15) 
 OPSxSat BP     -0.004 (0.004) 0.009* (0.004) -0.003 (0.004) 0.01* (0.004) 
OP No Contact     -2.12** (0.85) 0.05 (0.88) -0.31** (0.85) 0.33 (0.89) 
  NCxSat BP     0.03 (0.07) -0.009 (0.07) 0.03 (0.07) -0.02 (0.07) 
  NCxCPS         0.11 (0.06) -0.08 (0.07) 
  NCxCPSxSat BP         0.01 (0.005) 0.000 (0.005) 
CPSxOPS         -0.002 (0.001) 0.004** (0.001) 
CPSxOPSxSat BP         0.0001* (0.000) -0.000 (0.000) 

Between  .60 .46 .60 .46 .60 .46 

 CP Satis   .15 .03 .23 .05 

 OP Satis     .02 .00 

Within  .24 .19 .24 .20 .24 .20 

Within  .24 .21 .27 .24 .27 .24 
-2*LL 104307.5 104061.0 104042.9 
Δ -2*LL  X2(21) = 246.5*** X2(8)= 18.1* 
Note. Models adjusted for day, weekend effects, gender, and age.  CP = closest social partner; OP = other social partner.  BP = between person 
variation; Satis = contact satisfaction.  Model fit assessed using 2*-LL test.  See Table 5 for estimates of within and between-person residuals.  
* p ≤ .05, ** p ≤ .01, *** p ≤ .001.  
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Table 3.5.  Estimated Random Effects and Covariation of Random Effects Across Positive and Negative Affect 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 PA NA PA NA PA NA 
 b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) b (SE) 
u(Intercept) 560.5 (85.1) 811.3 (123.7) 561.5 (86.0) 809.7 (123.4) 562.9 (86.2) 807.7 (123.1) 
   covar -354.6 (82.4) -354.5 (82.4) -354.6 (82.3) 
u(CP Satis) 0.14 (0.03) 0.19 (.04) 0.12 (0.03) .18 (.04) .10 (.03) .18 (.04) 
   covar     -0.09 (.03) -.08 (.03) 
u(OP Satis)     0.08 (0.03) .14 (.03) .08 (.03) .14 (.04) 
   covar     -0.11 (.03) -.11 (.03) 
e(men) 293.4 (15.4) 310.7 (16.6) 290.9 (15.4) 306.9 (16.6) 291.8 (15.5) 305.9 (16.5) 
   covar -162.5 (12.6) -158.8 (12.5) -159.4 (12.5) 

 0.26 (0.03) .26 (.03) .26 (.03) 
e(women) 760.2 (16.3) 840.5 (17.9) 729.4 (15.8) 807.0 (17.4) 728.1 (15.8) 805.5 (17.4) 
   covar -424.0 (13.4) -392.5 (12.8) -391.9 (12.7) 

 0.27 (.01) .28 (.01) .28 (.01) 
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Figure 3.1.  Between-Person Differences in Emotional Sensitivity to Contact Satisfaction with Social 
Partners  
 
(A) Closest Social Partner Contact Satisfaction 

   

(B) Other Social Partner Contact satisfaction 
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Figure 3.2.  Between-person Variation in Negative Affect Sensitivity Across Differences in Overall 
Satisfaction with Social Partners  

 
(A) Variation in Sensitivity to Closest Social Partner Contact Satisfaction 

 

 

(B) Variation in Sensitivity to Other Social Partner Contact Satisfaction 
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Figure 3.3.  Within-person Variation in Emotional Sensitivity to Closest Social Partner Contact 
Satisfaction 

 

(A) Positive Affect 

   

(B) Negative Affect 
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In the process of contributing to their developmental and life course trajectories, adults 

navigate the push and pull of their proximal social world of close relational ties and distal social 

world of socially sanctioned age-graded roles and responsibilities (Friedmann & Havighurst, 

1977; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980; Nesselroade & Baltes, 1974; Neugarten, 1974).  The process of 

interacting with others unites proximal and distal levels of analysis.  Social interactions with 

others, through embodying a moment in sociohistorical time and place, and affecting emotional 

and physiological states, unite individuals to society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Durkheim, 1951; 

Ford & Lerner, 1992; Mead, 1934).  Together, the studies presented in this dissertation, using 

two independent datasets, explored the potential and consequences of middle-aged and older 

adults’ efforts to regulate their well-being by engaging interpersonal resources in response to 

change and variability in distal and proximal social forces.  By exploring the engagement of 

interpersonal resources from both macro and micro analytic lenses, these studies highlight not 

only how engagement strategies and their consequences vary across the presence and absence of 

socioeconomic and socioemotional resources, but also the processes by which adults may 

navigate the daily socioemotional complexities of maintaining close social ties in adulthood. 

 The first study applied a macro analytic lens to examine, in a nationally representative 

sample of adults in late midlife, the engagement of interpersonal resources following experiences 

of financial loss during the 2008 recession, and the extent to which adapting to loss by increasing 

interdependence with others facilitated or hindered the capacity to maintain a sense of control.  

Experiences of financial loss were directly associated with a decrease in individuals’ sense of 

control, and indirectly associated with change in control through increased interdependence with 

others.  Although the experience of financial loss was distributed across socioeconomic strata, 
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socioeconomic resources patterned how individuals engaged their interpersonal resources, 

which differentiated the ability to maintain control in the face of financial loss.  Importantly, 

change in relationship quality, which did not systematically differ across experiences of financial 

loss, provided a pathway to maintain a sense of control.  Understanding relationship processes 

that facilitate maintaining relationship quality in the face of financial strain, however, requires a 

study of daily variation at the micro rather than change at the macro level of analysis.  By 

examining relationship processes, which links daily health and well-being to social experiences 

on that day, among those who experienced financial loss may clarify why some individuals were 

better able than others to maintain or increase relationship quality. 

 The second study, using a separate dataset, examined the processes that may facilitate the 

capacity to maintain well-being in the face of day-to-day variation in interpersonal experiences.  

By studying older adults’ daily emotional experiences and interactions with their closest social 

partners, the findings from this study identified within-person processes that could facilitate or 

hinder maintaining relationship quality in the context of strained experiences.  The coupling of 

emotions with contact satisfaction on a given day was stronger with closest social partners 

compared to other close social partners.  This suggests that regulating emotions in the context of 

stressful circumstances such as financial strain would be complicated by individuals’ closeness 

to others.  Increased emotional sensitivity may represent a within-person process that links 

increased interdependence with others to relational conflict and strain (Elder & Conger, 1994; 

Moen, Sweet, & Hill, 2010; Prawitz, Kalkowski, & Cohart, 2013).  However, the second study 

also examined the potential for individuals to up and down regulate their emotional sensitivity to 

the closest social partner by reaching out to others on that day.  This suggests that individuals can 
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use others as a resource to protect themselves when needed from the emotional intensity of 

close social relationships (Ong, Bergeman, & Boker, 2009; Ong, Edwards, & Bergeman, 2006; 

Tugade & Fredrickson, 2004).  Regulating sensitivity may illustrate a process that allows 

individuals to maintain or even increase their emotional closeness to others in the context of 

relational strain (Fung et al., 2009).  

Although the second study focused on within- rather than between-person variation, 

social regulatory processes were found to vary significantly across differences in the 

socioemotional resource of overall satisfaction with close social partners.  The importance of 

overall satisfaction provides a conceptual link to the first study by suggesting that relationship 

processes differ within networks that are less optimized.  In the second study, those who were 

less satisfied with their social partners had higher emotional sensitivity, and were less able to 

regulate positive affect sensitivity by reaching out to others.  This suggests that in the first study 

(unmeasured) social regulatory processes may have functioned differently for subsets of the 

population with higher and lower levels of relationship quality.  Emotional sensitivity to 

interpersonal relationships has been linked to differences in personality (Chui et al., 2014; 

Hooker et al., 2013) and also appears to develop across the life-span (Antonucci et al., 2004; 

Fabes et al., 2006).  The findings from the second study, which identified considerable variability 

in emotional sensitivity in the relatively homogenous sample of older adults, highlights the 

importance of studying social regulatory processes across populations that vary in race, culture, 

and socioeconomic status (Cichy, Lefkowitz, & Fingerman, 2013; Cichy, Stawski, & Almeida, 

2013; Fiori, Consedine, & Magai, 2008).     

 Together, the findings from these two complementary studies suggest that: (a) how 
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individuals engage their interpersonal resources in response to loss can facilitate or hinder the 

maintenance of control and well-being; (b) the strategies that individuals engage vary by the 

presence or absence of socioeconomic and socioemotional resources; and (c) social partners 

contribute to both emotional reaction and recovery, but this sensitivity can be up and down 

regulated by reaching out to other close social partners.  

4.1   The Potential and Limitations of Engaging Interpersonal Resources  

 Implicit in both studies was individuals’ attention to the well-being of not only their selves, 

but also those who were close to them.  Concern for others shapes life decisions (Hagestad, 

2003; Settersten, 2007; Stack, 1974), and is the source of complex and sometimes conflicted 

emotions (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Fingerman et al., 2013; Igarashi et al., 2013).  As much 

as close social relationships provide a somewhat malleable resource that can be engaged in times 

of need (Hagestad, 1984; Lang & Heckhausen, 2006; Lang, 2001), maintaining relationship 

quality and regulating emotional closeness requires resources of both time and effort (Lang et al., 

2013).  The availability of such resources varies across individuals as well as within individuals 

across the lifespan (Baltes, 1987; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Staudinger, Marsiske, & Baltes, 

1995).   

 For those with socioeconomic and socioemotional resources, interpersonal resources 

provided an avenue to maintain a sense of control in the face of financial loss.  These individuals 

were able to increase the amount that they gave to others, which contributed to maintaining a 

sense of personal mastery.  From a within-person perspective, emotions among individuals with 

satisfying social ties were less sensitive to day-to-day variation in their interpersonal 

experiences.  These individuals, benefiting from strong attachment, could be described as 
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resilient (Antonucci et al., 2004; Bowlby, 1969; Moen et al., 2010; Ong et al., 2009).  In 

contrast, for those with fewer socioeconomic and socioemotional resources, reaching out to 

others to increase emotional closeness or interdependence embodied more risk.  Individuals with 

fewer socioeconomic resources in the first study were more likely to adapt to financial loss by 

increasing the complexity of their households.  The second study, from within-person 

perspective, showed that daily variation in negative affect among those with less satisfying social 

ties was more sensitive to daily interpersonal experiences.  In both circumstances, fewer 

resources were associated with a diminished ability to maintain well-being in the face of 

variability and change.    

 Together, both studies highlight how connectedness may foster strength or increase 

vulnerabilities.  Connectedness is the strength of the tie between two individuals, and was 

conceptualized as interdependence in the first study of response to the 2008 recession, and 

sensitivity in the second study of the covariation of daily interactions and emotional well-being.  

But a uniting conceptual link in these two studies was the notion that this connectedness is itself 

a resource that can, to an extent, be engaged or disengaged in response to variability and change.  

The second study adds, from the perspective of its micro analytic analysis of within-person 

processes, that emotional connectedness can be up and down regulated without physically 

distancing one’s self from others.  This is important because being close to others widens the 

individuals’ spheres of responsibility (Moen et al., 2010; Stack, 1974), and by being emotionally 

linked to others, also expands the potential of exposure to stressors (Cichy, Lefkowitz, Davis, et 

al., 2013; Druley et al., 2003; Schindler et al., 2010; Thompson & Bolger, 1999).  Connectedness 

in other words, is a double-edged sword.  Its impact on individuals’ well-being is contingent on 
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the ability to regulate relationships and interactions, which is facilitated or constrained by 

proximal and distal forces within the social environment (Brandtstädter & Lerner, 1999). 

 Therefore, because of the potential vulnerability being close to others creates, the two 

studies presented in this dissertation emphasize the importance of successfully regulating 

relationships.  Those who are able to maintain supportive social ties with positive interpersonal 

interactions are more likely to be able to maintain a sense of control in the face of unexpected 

financial loss, and also be less sensitive to daily socioemotional experiences.  Previous research 

has shown that older adults do indeed shift their priorities to the relationship regulation later in 

life (Lang & Carstensen, 2002; Lang, 2001; Rook et al., 2007).  Nevertheless, it’s important to 

note that for many, neither social resources (Cichy, Lefkowitz, & Fingerman, 2013) nor 

cognitive capacity (Hess & Ennis, 2012) are consistently available to regulate emotions in the 

face of conflict (Yancura & Aldwin, 2010).  Additionally, such resources are not evenly 

distributed across the population (Mroczek et al., 2006).  Therefore, although individuals in 

social networks with lower overall relationship quality still provide support under stressful 

circumstances (Birditt, Antonucci, & Tighe, 2012), the differentiation of interpersonal resources 

in older adulthood may result in some individuals being better able to adjust to unexpected loss 

than others.  

4.2   Navigating Proximal and Distal Social Worlds 

 Also implicit in the studies presented in this dissertation was the adults’ co-navigation and 

co-regulation of proximal and distal aspects of their social worlds.  In both studies, individuals 

engaged their social resources in an effort to maintain well-being.  The quality of social networks 

and responsibilities towards others, however, are grounded not only in the historical time and 
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place (Hagestad, 2003; Meyer, 1986), but also within individuals’ life periods (George, 1983; 

Havighurst, 1956).  Therefore, in many ways, unmeasured social forces in both studies played a 

role in defining individuals’ conceptions of well-being, visions of middle age and older 

adulthood, and expectations for their selves and others.  Nevertheless, when individuals and their 

families act en masse they redefine definitions of family and responsibilities to one another.  The 

deinstitutionalization of marriage (Cherlin, 2004) and also the extension of kin ties beyond blood 

relationships (Allen et al., 2011; Stack, 1974) provide examples of this structural lag (Hareven, 

1994; Riley, 1987), where broader social forces fail to support the actions and relationship 

formations necessary to thrive in society (Connidis & McMullin, 2002; Edin & Lein, 1997; 

Gerson, 2002; Heinz, 2003).  This is why examining how individuals engaged their interpersonal 

resources during the 2008 recession is so timely and so important.  If the life course is indeed 

becoming more individualized (Giddens, 1991; Heinz, 2003), then it is imperative to understand 

how individually-defined adaptive strategies impact important outcomes such as the perceived 

capacity to maintain a sense of control in individuals’ lives.  

 It is at the juncture of social structure and individuals’ lives that characteristics of the 

individuals such as personality and the ability to effectively self-regulate becomes even more 

important (Bandura, 2001; Caspi & Moffitt, 1993; Erikson, 1950; Heckhausen & Schulz, 1999; 

Heinz, 2003; Hitlin & Elder, 2007).  But individuals are born into their times, and are able to 

develop, to some extent, the regulatory skills necessary to thrive within their sociohistorical 

moment.  Sociologists would call this the process of socialization—when individuals learn from 

those around them the skills necessary to operate within the current social context (George, 

1983; Giddens, 1984).  However, in the case of abrupt social change (Diewald et al., 2006; Elder, 
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1974), or an off-time change in health (Hagestad, 1996), individuals may not have the social 

regulatory skills necessary to function in their new environments or embody their new roles 

(Fingerman, Hay, Kamp Dush, Cichy, & Hosterman, 2007).  In this dissertation, the first study 

examined change above and beyond the baseline level of engaging interpersonal resources.  In 

the case of household complexity, it was the change in complexity, rather than the baseline 

number of people in a home that was associated with decreased sense of control.  The second 

study, which examined the connection of daily emotional states with the quality of social 

interactions, illustrated potential processes by which close social partners may become 

accustomed to their new circumstances.  By regulating their emotional sensitivity to others, it 

may be possible to create an emotional resilience to the strain associated with adapting to change 

and loss (Conger et al., 1990; Moen et al., 2010).  Over time, adapting to new definitions of 

family, close relationships, or the nature of interdependence with others may also shape social 

regulatory processes.  

 However, the interplay between individuals’ proximal and distal social worlds is 

bidirectional.  It is also through the regulation of closeness, not just necessity, that individuals 

come to count on one another (Antonucci et al., 2004; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980; Lang et al., 

2009).  Therefore, in the times of crisis, it is with those that individuals feel they can trust that 

they will risk increasing their interdependence.  As shown in this study and others (Connidis & 

Davies, 1990; Connidis, 2007; Edin, 2000; Furstenberg, 2007), counting on others entails risk, 

and therefore individuals pay careful attention to whom they begin to count as kin (Allen et al., 

2011).  Therefore, through social regulatory processes individuals develop closeness and social 

ties that make new network formations both possible and desirable.  Social regulatory processes 
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therefore provide potential pathways that may contribute indirectly to the form and function of 

greater social forces.      

4.3   Nested Time Scales 

Understanding the dynamics of how social change may translate to differences in social 

regulatory processes and vice versa requires studies that integrate micro and macro levels of 

analysis and nested time frames within a single study design (Baltes et al., 1977; Nesselroade, 

1990; Ram & Gerstorf, 2009).  The first study illustrated how change in the engagement of 

interpersonal resources, above and beyond the level of engagement at baseline, is associated with 

a decrease in sense of control.  However, absent from this study were the within-person 

processes of what engaging interpersonal resources entails on an emotional and relational level.  

From a within-person perspective, it would have been possible to examine whether or not 

sensitivity to daily experiences increases or decreases in the face of change, and how changes in 

sensitivity relate to perceptions of control.  Control is associated with emotional resilience to 

variation in the daily environment (Neupert et al., 2007).  But as seen in the second study, 

sensitivity itself can be a resource, and perhaps those with a sense of control are also masters of 

regulating sensitivity.    

 The second study, on the other hand, used an extended micro longitudinal methodology, 

and was therefore able to closely examine within-person processes within individuals’ closest 

relationships.  However, missing from these data were the change in affect and relationship 

quality over more extended periods of time.  It remains to be seen if the regulation of emotional 

sensitivity to contact satisfaction facilitates maintenance or growth in relationship quality.  If 

bursts of the second study were repeated over an extended time frame, it would have been 
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possible to understand the social regulatory processes by which individuals move through 

levels of closeness with the social convoy.  An implicit assumption in the social convoy model is 

that close social partners are the longest lasting.  By nesting microlongitudinal studies of social 

regulatory processes, it would be possible to examine the processes by which individuals, 

especially older adults with a preference for positive interactions, engage social partners as they 

become closer.  

4.4   Limitations and Future Directions 

 Although this dissertation brought together two innovative studies that examined from 

unique and complementary perspectives the process and consequences of engaging interpersonal 

resources to maintain well-being in the face of variability and change, these studies are not 

without their limitations.  First, because the studies presented in this dissertation drew from 

independent datasets, it is not possible to know empirically how relationship quality was 

regulated across the experience of financial loss during the 2008 recession.  Although change 

was modeled in the first study, notably absent were the processes individuals engaged in while 

increasing their interdependence with others.  Understanding these processes is especially 

important because of the important and unexpected finding that relationship quality did not 

systematically change across neither experiencing financial loss, nor in the context of increasing 

household complexity. 

 Similarly, the second study would have benefitted from more variation across 

socioeconomic variables such as education, income, and race.  The findings from this study, that 

emotional sensitivity and also the ability to regulate emotional sensitivity varied across 

individuals’ overall satisfaction with their close social partners, suggests that there would have 
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been even more variation across a more diverse sample.  Building on the assumption that 

sensitivity, on average, creates vulnerability to the environment, and that regulating emotions 

and the relationships requires resources (Hess & Ennis, 2012; Lang et al., 2013), those with 

fewer socioeconomic resources are likely to have higher emotional sensitivity.     

 Finally, a complication in studies that aim to understand individuals within their systems 

(Baltes, 1987; Ford & Lerner, 1992) is the difficulty in tease out the direction of causality.  Of 

course, from a developmental systems perspective, the association between levels is 

conceptualized as bidirectional.  Nevertheless, it’s important to design studies that consider the 

strength of the association in each direction independently.  The first study would have therefore 

benefitted from additional waves both before and after the 2008 recession, which would have 

allowed the 2008 recession to act as natural experiment of sorts.  Of course, such a design would 

rest on an untested assumption that individuals were randomly assigned to experiences of 

financial loss.  Nevertheless, with additional waves, it would be apparent if the change observed 

between 2006 and 2010 were unique or part of a continuing trend.  Observations following the 

recession would allow tracing the effects to future life periods, which would also assist in 

identifying how and to what extent experiences of financial strain during midlife contribute to 

the accumulation of disadvantage in old age (Dannefer, 2003) 

 In contrast, the second study would have benefited from a more precise micro analytic lens.  

Because the observations for this study were collected at the end of day, it was not possible to 

identify the specific psychological mechanisms that drive regulating emotional sensitivity to the 

quality of interactions with the closest social partner.  For example, perhaps this is a process of 

anticipatory regulation of sensitivity.  In this scenario individuals, knowing that they are entering 
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an environment external to their immediate social world, make an effort to consciously 

dampen their sensitivity to the social environment (i.e. entering the social environment less 

attached).  Alternatively, the regulation of sensitivity may occur during the process of appraisal 

and reflection at the day’s end (Lazarus, 1991).  When reflecting on their day, perhaps positive 

interactions balance out the negative, thereby reducing the extent to which negative interactions 

with the closest social partner is coupled with affect on that day.  If the second study had used an 

ecological momentary assessment design, it would be possible tease out the time sequence of the 

interactions and emotions.  Either psychological mechanism is plausible, and the findings from 

the second study certainly warrant further examination into the nature of these processes and 

their limits and variation across different populations.    

4.5   Conclusion 

 This dissertation examined closely, from both micro analytic and macro analytic 

perspectives using two independent datasets, the potential and limitations of engaging 

interpersonal resources to maintain well-being in the face of variation and change in the social 

environment.  Beginning with analysis of change in the activation of interpersonal resources 

following an historical event, and continuing with studying emotions and daily social 

interactions in the context of individuals’ daily lives, the studies in this dissertation demonstrated 

that individuals can regulate their connectedness to others in an effort to thrive in daily life.  

Connectedness, expressed as interdependence in one study, and emotional sensitivity in the 

other, is a resource that is available to individuals to a varying degree across their developmental 

and life course trajectories.  Connectedness, however, also increases the potential of exposure to 

risk for not only the individual, but to those within the network as well.  On the level of policy, 
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as the life course becomes more individualized and individuals continue to bear more 

responsibility in preparing for retirement and the years that lie beyond health and independence, 

it’s essential to consider the impact of events on not only individuals, but also among their social 

ties who depend on them.  The studies in this dissertation demonstrated empirically how 

variation in both distal and proximal dimensions of individuals’ social worlds has a profound 

effect on adults’ ability to maintain well-being.  Social ties provide a resource to assist adults in 

maintaining their well-being in the face of variation and change.  The price of engaging social 

relationships, however, is not only the cost of time and effort but also increasing connectedness 

with others, which strengthens the link of not only opportunities, but also constraints across 

social ties 
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