










responsibilities (likely to be women) received less support from nonkin than did 
respondents without those responsibilities. Respondents who attached relatively 
much importance to friends (likely to be women) or relatively little importance to 
the partner relationship (also likely to be women) received more nonkin support 
than did those who attached relatively little importance to friends or relatively much 
importance to the partner relationship. These effects were observed among both 
respondents with and respondents without a partner, although they were generally 
quite weak. The direct and indirect gender effects did not account for much of the 
variation in nonkin support. 

The results support the suggestion that the lack of consistency in the findings on 
gender differences in the literature can be attributed to the operation of opposing 
gender-related effects. Conceivably, the differences between men and women in 
some samples are primarily influenced by differences in structural factors; in other 
samples the influence of dispositional factors predominates; and in still other 
samples the influences of both factors prevail. Fischer and Oliker (1983) have put 
forward similar views. They argued that women are more sensitive to personal 
relationships than men but that women's material circumstances do not always 
provide them with the opportunities to express their disposition. 

The present study actually specified some of the factors that were assumed to 
contribute to differences between men and women in supportive relationships. Our 
analysis of the structural and dispositional factors underlying gender differences 
can be applied to other population categories: younger vs. older adults, high so­
cioeconomic status people vs. low socioeconomic status people, divorced individu­
als vs. widowed individuals, and so forth. In our view, future research on the factors 
that affect the development of relationships among different populations should 
more closely examine differences in the opportunities for social contacts, differ­
ences in the desire for social contacts, and the interaction between the two factors. 
Questions that can be explored are why people in similar objective circumstances 
have different supportive networks and why people with similar relationship stan­
dards have different supportive networks. More attention needs to be directed to­
wards understanding when people are, and when people are not, able to realize their 
desire for social contacts. Research on supportive networks will benefit from an 
integrative approach that takes into account both the structural factors and the 
dispositional factors that shape people's behavior in personal relationships. 
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