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Summary. In a study of 350 Italian and German adolescents with a mean age of
17.3 years, network structure and the quality of their relationships with mothers, fa-
thers, siblings, close friends and romantic partners were assessed. Results identified
similarities among Italian and German adolescents in their network structure but dif-
ferences in the quality of their close relationships. Concerning network structure, in
both countries, friends and romantic partners assumed the highest positions in the
support-provider hierarchy during adolescence. Further, Italian adolescents, across
all relationship types, reported more positive and more negative relationship charac-
teristics than German adolescents.
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Introduction

Recent years have seen an explosion of research in close relationships.
A central question in relationship research is whether there is continuity or
discontinuity in close relationships, both with respect to network structure and
quality. In particular, some researchers are inclined to believe that discontinu-
ity exists, over the lifespan, between different types of close relationships
(Beyers & Seiffge-Krenke, 2007; Laursen & Bukowski, 1997; Seiffge-
Krenke, 2003). In fact, as friendships became closer and more intense, the
exclusivity of parent-adolescent relationships wanes (Furman & Buhrmester,
1992). From mid adolescence onwards, as intimacy and commitment to ro-
mantic relationships increase, friendship quality decreases and romantic part-
ners achieve a privileged position in a given individual’s social network
(Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). Other
researchers, however, are more inclined to believe that, over the lifespan, a
substantial continuity exists between different types of close relationships.
Based on attachment theory, it is suggested that past relationships continue to
have a fundamental, varying influence in different developmental phases
(Bowlby, 1969/1982; Connolly & Johnson, 1996; Furman & Wehner, 1997).

Although a valuable body of studies analyzed continuity and disconti-
nuity in close relationships, most studies have focused on the comparison of
two close relationships and did not acknowledge the major changes in sev-
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eral close relationships during adolescence. Further, close relationships and
their developmental changes are strongly embedded in a societal and cul-
tural framework (Ladd, 1992), with great differences in the importance
given to family values, peer group norms and couple life through different
cultures (Claes, 1998; Cooper, 1994; Edwards, 1992). To date, only a hand-
ful of empirical studies have analyzed changing close relationships in dif-
ferent cultural contexts.

This study, therefore, aimed to analyze differences in network struc-
ture and quality among adolescents from two different countries, Italy and
Germany. The hypothesis underlying this study was that there are similari-
ties with respect to network structure but differences with respect to network
quality among Italian and German adolescents. It was hypothesized that
there would be similar changes in network structures among Italian and
German adolescents insofar as parents will assume an important position as
support provider, but will be surpassed by friends and romantic partners
during adolescence (Laursen & Bukowski, 1997; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). In
addition, it was expected that Italian adolescents assign more importance to
the relationship network structure than German youth (Bruckner, Knaup &
Miiller, 1993; Claes, 1998).

Method

Participants

The overall sample consisted of 350 adolescents (157 males and 193 fe-
males) aged from 15 to 19 years (mean age = 17.3; SD = .97), with 166 Ger-
man (73 males and 93 females; mean age = 17.02; SD = 1.22) and 184 Italian
adolescents (84 males and 100 females; mean age = 17.5; SD = .59). All ado-
lescents, recruited from secondary schools of Florence (a city in Central Italy)
and Mainz (a city in Central Germany), were selected according to similar cri-
teria, e.g with respect to age, gender and educational level. After the adoles-
cents had agreed to partecipate and parental consent was obtained, subjects
were asked to fill in a questionnaire on their close relationships anonymously.
88.5% were raised in two-parent families. Only 67.4% of adolescents were in a
committed romantic relationship and reported on romantic partner.

For this study, only adolescents who reported on all five close rela-
tionships simultaneusly (40.3%) were selected. The final total sample com-
prised 141 adolescents (64 males and 77 females) with 61 German
(32 males and 29 females; mean age = 17.25; SD = 1.37) and 80 Italian ado-
lescents (32 males and 48 females; mean age = 17.51; SD = .59).

Measures

Social Network. The Italian and German version of the Network of Re-
lationship Inventory (NRI, Furman & Buhrmester, 1985), was administered
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in order to assess the quality of their relationships with mothers, fathers, sib-
lings, close friends and romantic partners. The NRI assessed two dimen-
sions, namely, social support (companionship, instrumental aid, satisfaction,
intimacy, nurturance, affection, admiration and reliable alliance) and nega-
tive interaction (conflict and punishment). The subjects indicated on a stan-
dard 5-point Likert-scale how strongly each dimension was experienced in
each relationship (from 1 = “little or none” to 5 = “the most”). With regard
to the Italian version (Guarnieri & Tani, submitted), internal consistency
coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for social support and negative interaction
ranged from .90 to .93 and from .73 to .78, respectively. Concerning the
German version (Seiffge-Krenke, 2000), internal consistency coefficients
(Cronbach’s alpha) for social support and negative interaction ranged from
.80 to .87 and from .76 to .87, respectively.

Results

In order to analyze similarities and differences between the structure
and the quality of relationship network, ANOVAs of repeated measure-
ments were carried out with group (Italian and German adolescents) and
gender as between-subject factors, relationship types (mother, father, sib-
ling, close friend, romantic partner relationships) as a within-subject factor
and social support and negative interaction as dependent variables.

Means and the standard deviations for social support and negative inter-
action for mother, father, sibling, close friend and romantic partner relation-
ships are depicted in Table 1 for Italian and German adolescents separately.

Means, Standard Deviations and ANOV A Results of Relationship Quality
with Mothers, Fathers, Siblings, Close Friends and Romantic Partners as Perceived
by Italian and German Adolescents

Italian Adolescents German Adolescents
NRI Male Female Total Male Female Total
M | (SD) [ M [ (SD) | M | (SD) | M| (SD) | M| (SD) | M | (SD)
Social 3 51162 13.74] (62) |3.64| (:63) [3.39] (74) [336| (74) | 337 | (74)
Support
Mothers Negative
It 2.83| (71) [3.00] (65) [2.92] (68) |2.07| (73) |2.19] (88) | 2.14 | (.78)
Socal 3 391 60y 13.32] (79) [3.36| (71) [3.11] (60) [3.13| (79) | 3.12 | (93)
Fathers Support
Negative
It [278) (61) [2.81] (.55) [2.79] (69) |2.07| (79) [1.98] (71) | 2.02 | (.75)
Social 14611 (s6) [4.17] (.55) |4.10| (55) 338 (71) [3.62| (70) | 3.51 | (71)
Siblings I\Slupp(?rt
egative
It [2.13| (53) [2.11] (56) [2.12[ (54) |1.60| (47) |1.48] (37) | 153 | (42)
Socal 3 75| 23 [4.00| (71) [3.91] (76) [3.30] (1.1) [3.52] (87) | 342 | (99
Friends Support
Negative
It [2.54| (64) [242| (72) [247| (69) |1.47| (48) |1.76] (57) | 1.62 | (.55)
Ssoc‘al 3.44] (.69) [3.54| (.77) [3.50| (.74) |2.85| (.84) [3.04| (.83) | 2.95 | (.84)
upport
Partners Negative
e [245] (60) [2.54| (74) [2.50| (.68) [1.89| (61) [1.93| (61) | 1.91 | (:61)
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Concerning social support, the ANOVA revealed a significant main
effect of relationship types [F (4,844) = 38.33, p < .001 (n* = .15)]. Bon-
ferroni post-hoc tests revealed that in both groups, close friends and roman-
tic partners assumed a significant higher position in the social support-
provider hierarchy than mothers, fathers and siblings (p < .001). Further,
mothers’ support scores were higher than those of fathers (p <.001) and sib-
lings (p <.01) which, in their turn, were similar (p = ns).

Similarly, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group
[F (1,211) = 43.86, p < .001 (* = .17)]. Results showed that Italian adolescents
reported significant more social support in their close relationships than Ger-
man adolescents. No gender differences and interaction effects were found.

Regarding negative interaction, ANOVA results showed a significant
main effect of relationship types [F (4,844) =46.19, p < .001 (1> = .18)]. Bon-
ferroni post-hoc tests showed that negative interaction scores of close friends
were significant lower than those of romantic partners (p < .01), mothers, fa-
thers and siblings (p < .001). Negative interaction perceived in romantic rela-
tionships was comparable to negative interaction in sibling relationships (p =
ns) and lower than in mother and father relationships (p < .001). Siblings’
negative interaction scores were lower than the scores of mothers (p < .001)
and fathers (p < .01). Further, fathers’ scores were lower than those of
mothers (p <.05).

Similarly, the ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of group
[F (1,211) = 124.93, p < .001 (n* = .37)]. Results reveal that Italian adolescents
reported significant more negative interactions in their close relationships than
German youth. Again, no gender differences and interaction effects occured.

Discussion

An important aim of this study was the analysis of the network struc-
ture, e.g. relations between different types of close relationships in adoles-
cence. Our findings suggest that the basic network structure is similar in
both the Italian and German subsamples. Results have shown that at the age
of 17 years, the importance of nuclear-family relationships wanes and the
relevance of extra-familiar relationships strongly increases (Laursen & Bu-
kowski, 1997; Seiffge-Krenke, 2003). More specifically, in our study, close
friends and romantic partners provide more social support for adolescents in
both countries than their parents and siblings. Further, in both countries,
family relationships are characterized by more negative aspects than friend-
ships and romantic relationships. This finding supports results of earlier
studies, which have demonstrated that conflicts during early and mid ado-
lescence occur particularly in familial contexts (Laursen, 2005; Monte-
mayor, 1982). Altogether, our results on network structure are in line with
the developmental-contextual model of romantic development proposed by
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Brown (1999) which suggests that, at this age, friends and romantic partners
are the most important point of reference within adolescent social networks.

A further aim of this study was to analyze differences among network
quality in Italian and German adolescents. Altogether, results have shown
that Italian adolescents invest more in their relationships than German ado-
lescents. In line with previous studies (Claes, 1998; Jurado Guerrero &
Naldini, 1997), Italian adolescents perceive all their close relationships as
more supportive and characterized by more positive aspects than their Ger-
man counterparts. Further, our results have also shown significant differ-
ences between Italian and German adolescents in negative aspects that char-
acterize their different types of close relationships with higher scores of Ital-
ian youth in negative relationship qualities across all relationship types.
Thus, Italian adolescents perceive greater social support from their social
partners, but also report more conflict within the network.

There are, though, some limitations in the present study. The two
cross-cultural samples are not totally equivalent: in fact, Italian parents’
educational level is higher and more Italians have married parents in com-
parison with the German subsample. In addition, this study considers only
the individual’s perspective of relationship network quality and this does not
allow to investigate shared and unique views of these different types of
close relationships.

Despite its limitations, the results of the present study provide a useful
starting point for further exploration of network structure and quality among
adolescents from different cultural contexts.

References

1. Beyers W., Seiffge-Krenke 1. Are friends and romantic partner ‘the best medicine’? How the
quality of other close relations mediates the impact of changing family relationships on
adjustment // International Journal of Behavioral Development. 2007. Ne 31. P. 559-568.

2. Bowlby J. Attachment and loss. Vol. 1: Attachment. N.Y. : Basic Books, 1969/1982.

3. Brown B.B. “You’re going out with who?”’: Peer group influences on adolescent roman-
tic relationships // The development of romantic relationships in adolescence / eds. by
W. Furman, B.B. Brown, C. Feiring. Cambridge : Cambridge University Press, 1999.
P.291-329.

4. Bruckner E., Knaup K., Miiller W. Soziale Beziehungen und Hilfeleistungen in modernen
Gesellschaften // Social relationships in modern societies. Report of the Mannheim Cen-
ter for European Social Research. 1993.

5. Claes M. Adolescents’ closeness with parents, siblings, and friends in three countries: Can-
ada, Belgium, and Italy // Journal of Youth and Adolescence. 1998. Ne 27. P. 165-184.

6. Connolly J., Furman W., Konarski R. The roles of peers in the emergence of heterosex-
ual romantic relationships in adolescence // Child Development. 2000. Ne 17. P. 1395—
1408.

7. Connolly J., Johnson A.M. Adolescents’ romantic relationships and the structure and qual-
ity of their close interpersonal ties // Personal Relationships. 1996. Ne 3. P. 185-194.

8. Cooper C.R. Cultural perspective on continuity and change in adolescents’ relationships
// Personal relationships during adolescence / eds. by R. Montemayor, G.R. Adams,
T.P. Gullotta. Thousand Oaks, CA : Sage, 1994. P. 78-100.

70



Differences in relationship networks

9. Edwards C.P. Cross-cultural perspectives on family-peer relations // Family-peer rela-
tionships: Modes of linkage / eds. by R.D. Parke, G.W. Ladd. Hillsdale, NY : Lawrence
Erlbaum, 1992. P. 285-316.

10. Furman W., Buhrmester, D. Children's perception of the personal relationships in their
social networks // Developmental Psychology. 1985. Ne 21. P. 1016-1024.

11. Furman W., Buhrmester D. Age and sex differences in perceptions of networks of per-
sonal relationships // Child Development. 1992. Ne 63. P. 103—115.

12. Furman W., Wehner E.A. Adolescent romantic relationships: A developmental perspec-
tive // Romantic Relationships in Adolescence: Developmental Perspectives / eds. by
S. Shulman, W.A. Collins. San Francisco : Jossey-Bass, 1997. P. 21-36.

13. Guarnieri S., Tani F. Adattamento italiano del Network of Relationships Inventory di
Furman e Buhrmester // The Italian version of the Network of Relationships Inventory
by Furman and Buhrmester. Giornale Italiano di Psicologia (submitted).

14. Jurado Guerrero T., Naldini M. Is the south so different? Italian and Spanish families in
comparative perspective / Southern European welfare states. Between crisis and reform
/ ed. by M. Rhodes. London : Routledge, 1997. P. 42—66.

15. Ladd G.W. Themes and theories: Perspectives on processes in family-peer relationships
// Family-peer relationships: Modes of linkage / eds. by R.D. Parke, G.W. Ladd. Hills-
dale, NY : Lawrence Erlbaum, 1992. P. 1-34.

16. Laursen B. Conflict between mothers and adolescents in single-mother, blended, and
two-biological-parent families // Parenting: Sciente and Practice. 2005. Ne 5. P. 47-70.
17. Laursen B., Bukowski W.M. A developmental guide to the organisation of close rela-

tionships // International Journal of Behavioral Development. 1997. Ne 21. P. 747-770.

18. Montemayor R. The relationship between parent-adolescent conflict and the amount of
time adolescents spend alone and with parents and peers // Child Development. 1982.
Ne 53.P. 1512-1519.

19. Seiffge-Krenke I. Diversity in romantic relations of adolescents with varying health
status: Links to intimacy in close friendships // Journal of Adolescents Research. 2000.
Ne 15. P. 611-636.

20. Seiffge-Krenke I. Testing theories of romantic development from adolescence to young
adulthood: Evidence of a developmental sequence // International Journal of Behavioral
Development. 2003. Ne 27. P. 519-531.

PA3JIMUMA B CTPYKTYPE B3AMMOOTHOILIEHUI UTAJIbAHCKUX

1 HEMELIKMX TTOJIPOCTKOB: CPABHUTEJIbHBIN AHAJIN3

Opanka Tanm (Onopennms), Cunsusa ['Baprepu (Dnopenuus), Unure Caiidre-Kpenke
(Maiinm), Mapus-Enena Xaiin (Maitnir)

AnHoTanus. B nccnegoBannu npussiu ygactre 350 HTATBIHCKAX M HEMELKHX MOJIPOCT-
KOB, CpeIHUH BO3pacT y4acTHUKOB cocTtaBui 17,3 roma. [IpenMerom aHanmusa BBICTYIHIN
CTPYKTYpa COLMAIIbHBIX B3aHMMOOTHOIIECHUN U UX KAa4eCTBO. B CTpyKTypy B3aUMOOTHOILE-
HH [TOJPOCTKOB BOILIH OJIM3KUE POJCTBEHHUKH (POJUTEINH, CECTPBI, OpaThs), APY3bs, PO-
MaHTHYECKHE MapTHephl. [lomydeHHBIe pe3yNbTaThl IMO3BOJIMIIA OOHAPYKUTh CXOACTBA U
OTIINYUS B CTPYKTYPE COIMATBHBIX B3aMMOOTHOIICHAN MEXIy UTATbIHCKIMH W HEMEIKU-
MU moapocTkamu. [logpocTku 00eux CTpaH BOCIPHUHHMAIOT JPYy3ed M POMAHTHYCCKHUX
MapTHEPOB KaK CaMbIX 3HAYMMBIX, TAK KaK OHH OKa3BIBAIOT TIOMOIIb U MOAICPKKY Ha JaH-
HOM JKU3HEHHOM 3Tane. MTanbsHCKHE TOAPOCTKA BOCIPHHUMAIOT BCE M3ydaeMble B JaH-
HOM HCCIICIOBAaHUHY THITHI B3aNMOOTHOIICHHUH Kak 0oJiee IO3UTUBHBIE M 00Jiee HeraTUBHEIE,
YeM HEMEIIKHE MOIPOCTKH.

KiroueBble cj10Ba: MOIPOCTOK; CTPYKTYpa B3aMMOOTHOIICHHH; Ka4ecTBO OJM3KUX OTHO-
IICHUH.
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