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ABSTRACT
In this study we examine patterns of change and stability in loneliness among 
women who had participated in a friendship enrichment programme during the
year after the programme. We distinguished seven groups of participants in which
different levels of loneliness significantly declined, remained stable or increased.
These were reduced to the following groups: those recovered, significantly improved
and not improved. We then examined whether resources such as age, education,
partner status, health, initially available friendships and developments in friendships
were related to these loneliness patterns. The data were collected using face-to-face
semi-structured interviews, a loneliness scale and the personal convoy model. The
results indicate that none of the demographic characteristics, nor health, were asso-
ciated with the patterns of loneliness. Friendship availability and development did
differ among the groups. Recovery from loneliness after a year was associated with
the presence of a friend in the outer circle of the convoy and having more variation
in one’s friendships initially and one year later. It was also associated with the pres-
ence of a friend in the inner circle and reporting improvement in friendship later.
The absence of these qualities initially or subsequently was more characteristic of
those whose loneliness was stable or increased. Thus, the maintenance of compan-
ionate friendship and the development of intimacy in one’s friendships seem advan-
tageous for recovery from loneliness. While this study illustrates that recovery from,
and significant reduction of loneliness are possible, we are not yet able to predict
who will benefit and who will not benefit from a friendship enrichment programme.
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Introduction

The negative consequences of loneliness in later life have become increas-
ingly clear during the last decade (Hawkely and Cacioppo , ).
Loneliness is ‘the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s
network is deficient in some way, either quantitatively or qualitatively’
(Peplau and Perlman : ). Those older adults who suffer from endur-
ing loneliness are more likely to have health problems involving high blood
pressure, heart disease and poor quality of sleep; they also demonstrate
more unhealthy behaviour, evident in higher rates of smoking and
alcohol abuse. Hawkley and Cacioppo () conclude that loneliness
accelerates physical decline with age, increasing morbidity and mortality.
A more recent longitudinal study demonstrated reciprocal effects between
loneliness and health outcomes, such as depressive symptoms and functional
limitations (Luo et al. ). It also becomes more difficult for older adults to
develop strategies to reduce loneliness once it has stabilised, because severe
loneliness interferes with cognitive functioning (Cacioppo and Patrick ).
In later life, loneliness is often triggered by the loss of close relationships

and by changes in health that interfere with maintaining social relations
(Pinquart and Sörensen a). Other factors such as a restricted social
network, poor social skills and negative social cognitions often contribute
to the perpetuation of loneliness among older adults (Cacioppo and
Patrick ; Cohen-Manfield and Parpura-Gill ; De Jong Gierveld
). While experiencing occasional loneliness is inevitable in later life,
an important priority of older adults themselves and of educational pro-
grammes should be to prevent loneliness from becoming chronic and
self-perpetuating, in order to avoid or reduce its negative consequences.
Friends are valuable resources to help maintain wellbeing and reduce the

risk of loneliness in later life (Chen and Feeley ; Huxhold, Miche and
Schuz ; Pinquart and Sörenson a, b; Stevens and Westerhof
). Because friendship is a voluntary, reciprocal relationship, it is
usually a source of pleasurable companionship, reassurance of worth and
emotional support (Hartup and Stevens ). As unsatisfactory friend-
ships can be discontinued, the quality of friendships is often higher than
the quality of family relationships, though both types are important for well-
being. Studies on social network typologies indicate that more diverse net-
works which include friends as well as family are associated with higher
levels of happiness and resilience, and lower levels of depression, anxiety
and loneliness, than are more restricted networks (Fiori, Antonucci and
Cortina ; Litwin and Shiovitz-Ezra ). Despite these beneficial
effects, friendship becomes more scarce in later life since friendship
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networks tend to decrease in size throughout adulthood (Wruz et al. ),
and contact with friends often declines as one ages (Shaw et al. ).
The Friendship Enrichment Programme (FEP) is an intervention designed

in the Netherlands to help women, aged  and older, improve their wellbeing
and reduce their (risk of) loneliness by improving their relational competence
and developing the friendships that they desire (Stevens ). The two com-
ponents of relational competence that focus on developing new relationships
and enhancing existing relationships are central to the design of the pro-
gramme. Both components are considered important in order to compensate
for the losses that naturally occur in social networks as people age (Hansson,
Daleiden and Hayslip ; Wruz et al. ). Women were chosen as the
target of this programme because they are also more likely to experience con-
ditions related to loneliness (e.g. widowhood, living alone, chronic health pro-
blems and greater functional limitations), compared to older adult men (De
Jong Gierveld ; Pinquart and Sörensen b; Sonnenberg et al. ).
Also women tend to remain interested in, and capable of, developing new
friendships as they age (Stevens and Van Tilburg ).
The FEP helps participants clarify their needs, desires and expectations in

friendship, analyse their current social networks to identify actual and po-
tential friendships, and formulate goals that involve the improvement of
existing friendships or the development of new friendships. Participants
are assigned tasks and engage in exercises that are related to these goals.
Thus, participants practise skills that are important to developing and main-
taining friendships of high quality. These skills include listening well, appro-
priate self-disclosure, setting boundaries in contact, expressing appreciation
and dealing with conflict. There is also attention to the improvement of self-
esteem throughout the programme. The FEP is therefore future-oriented,
encouraging pro-active coping specifically focused on friendship, but also
relevant to other social relationships. Bode et al. (: ) define pro-active
coping as ‘the promotion of desired future outcomes and the prevention of
undesired changes’. The emphasis on improving relational competence
and social relationships in the FEP also coincides with strategies described
by theory on the self-management of wellbeing (Steverink, Lindenberg
and Slaets ); this theory has proven to be a valuable framework for
developing an intervention to reduce loneliness (Kremers et al. ;
Martina, Stevens and Westerhof ).
Studies examining the effects of participation in the FEP indicate that the

programme attracts women with varying levels of loneliness who are inter-
ested in friendship. Over  per cent of the participants reported positive
developments in friendship within six and  months after following the
programme. As a group, they demonstrated modest improvement in well-
being within six months and a reduction of loneliness within –
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months after the programme (Martina and Stevens ; Stevens, Martina
and Westerhof ). However, these analyses are based on average
scores of participants at different points in time and do not reveal individual
differences in outcomes. Therefore, the first goal of this study was to identify
different patterns of change or stability in loneliness during the year follow-
ing the programme. This is the period in which participants are most likely
to apply what they have learned in the programme.
A second goal was to examine factors that are associated with differences

in loneliness patterns, including demographic factors. It is possible that
those with more resources, such as a higher level of education and better
health, find it easier to improve their relational competence and to apply
this proactively (Ouwehand ). We also explored whether age and
marital status were related to loneliness patterns. The availability of social
resources may also be associated with different patterns of loneliness.
Those who already have at least one close or one less close friendship avail-
able to partially meet their needs for intimacy and companionship might
demonstrate more positive outcomes during the year after the programme
than did those who initially lacked these types of friendship.
The specific research questions examined in this study are:

. Research question : Which patterns of change and stability in loneliness
are evident among participants during the year following the pro-
gramme? Is it possible to distinguish persons with positive and negative
change as well as those with stable loneliness?

. Research question : Are background characteristics (e.g. age, education,
partner status, health status) related to these changes or stability?

. Research question : Are characteristics of friendships that are available
at the end of the programme related to changes or stability in loneliness
during the year following the programme?

. Research question : Are developments in friendships during the year
following the programme related to changes or stability in loneliness?

Method

Design

To study change and stability in loneliness after participation in the FEP, a
secondary analysis of data from two studies was conducted. Study  was an
unsubsidised pilot study on the FEP that examined developments in friend-
ship by following participants during the year after the programme. There
was no baseline measurement. The programme was organised in co-oper-
ation with a senior service agency in a Dutch city with a population of
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,. Participants were recruited by means of folders and newspaper
articles on the programme. Data were collected only at the end of the pro-
gramme and – months later. The intervention was completed by 

women; of these,  agreed to participate in the first interview (% re-
sponse rate). The second interview was completed by  women; excluding
those who dropped out as a result of health limitations or death (%), the
non-response was  per cent for the second measurement. This study took
place between  and .
Study  was funded by a national programme of research on successful

ageing and took place between  and . It involved a pre-test–post-
test design with a follow-up measurement. The FEP was offered in four
Dutch communities by senior service agencies. Participants were recruited
in the same way as in Study . Sixty-nine of  participants in the various
FEPs were recruited for the study; the response rate was  per cent. In
Study  there were measurements prior to the programme (T), immediately
after the programme (T), six months later (T) and a year after the pro-
gramme ended (T). For this analysis we only used data from T and T

since they corresponded to those in Study  and covered the year after the pro-
gramme. There were  women in the intervention group who completed
four measurements. Excluding women who dropped out as a result of
health limitations or death (%), there was a non-response rate of  per
cent immediately following the programme,  per cent six months after the
programme ended and  per cent a year after the programme ended.
Table  provides an overview of the participants’ background variables

and average loneliness in Studies  and . The participants in Studies 

and  were similar on most background variables except for education and
health restrictions. The average age in the two studies was . and .
The marital status in the studies was also comparable, with widowed women
outnumbering married and divorced women, and a small group of never
married women. About two-thirds of the participants lived alone. Loneliness
at the end of the intervention was similarly high in the two studies. A year
later participants in Study  were significantly less lonely than those in Study
. The participants of the two studies differed in their educational level:
more participants in Study  had higher levels of education than those in
Study . Health restrictions were also different in the two studies: more than
two-thirds of the participants (%) in Study  reported health restrictions,
compared to  per cent in Study .

Measures

The data were collected in face-to-face semi-structured interviews during ap-
proximately two hours at the participants’ home. The interviews included
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questions on background characteristics such as age, marital status, educa-
tion level and health impairments.
Loneliness was measured by a loneliness scale ( items) that has proven

to be a reliable and valid instrument in surveys with older persons (De Jong
Gierveld and Kamphuis ; De Jong Gierveld and Van Tilburg ). For
the present study, the internal consistency of this scale was .. Scores on
the scale range from  (no loneliness) to  (severe loneliness); a score
between  and  is an indication of moderate loneliness, while higher
scores (–) indicate more severe loneliness.
In order to study friendship and changes in friendship, we used data col-

lected with the personal convoy of relationships (Kahn and Antonucci
). The convoy model is a method to map an individual’s primary
social relationships, while distinguishing different levels of closeness and im-
portance among these relationships. It consists of three circles surrounding
the target person. The respondents place those persons who they consider

T A B L E  . Comparison of the participants’ background variables and
loneliness in Studies  and 

Study  Study 
Study  versus

Study 

N  
Age range – –
Mean age . (SD = .)  (SD = .) .

Percentages
Marital status: .
Married  
Widowed  
Divorced  
Never married  

Living situation: .
Alone  
With partner  
Other  

Educational level: .*
Elementary  
Secondary  
Higher education  

Health restrictions: .*
None  
Some restrictions  
Considerable restrictions  

Loneliness (range –) . (SD = .) . (SD = .) −.
. (SD = .) . (SD = .) −.*

Notes: . Significance of differences according chi-square test. . At the end of the
intervention. . A year after the intervention ended. SD: standard deviation.
Significance level: * p < ..
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as most close and most important to them in the inner circle, those who are
less close yet still important in the middle circle, and those even less close
and less important in the outer circle. Participants examined their personal
convoys at each measurement point and reported on changes that had
taken place, especially regarding friendship. Specific questions focused on
whether there were new friends in the convoy, and whether existing friend-
ships were assigned new positions in terms of importance and closeness.
Both positive and negative types of change were described. The positive
changes included making new friends or experiencing improvements in
existing friendships, e.g. feeling closer to friends and/or spending more
time together. Negative change included the loss of friends due to death
or inability to maintain the friendship by either person involved. Another
type of negative change was the deterioration in friendship, in which friend-
ships were described as less close and less important for a variety of reasons
such as disappointment in, or conflict with, a friend.

Analyses

Loneliness status. To analyse possible changes and stability in loneliness
after participation in the FEP we used a person-oriented approach, rather
than a variable-oriented approach (Laursen and Hoff ). This type of
analysis makes it possible to identify groups sharing similar profiles on key
variables, in this case on loneliness at two different points in time. The
goal was to identify different patterns of change in loneliness and then
examine whether other factors were linked to these patterns. Patterns of
change in loneliness were identified by using an exploratory cluster analysis
(Ward’s Method) on the loneliness scores at the end of the intervention and
a year later. Ward’s Method was selected because it has proven to be an
efficient technique to construct well-defined clusters (Oshri et al. ).
The most appropriate number of clusters was determined based on the
size and distinctiveness of each cluster. The cluster analysis revealed that
the seven cluster solutions produced distinctive and homogeneous group-
ings explaining approximately  per cent of the error sum of squares (in-
dicating that the cluster solution adequately explains the observed data).
Then, to distinguish participants with positive and negative change as well
as those who had not experienced any change, the clusters were combined
in a Recovered group, an Improved group and a Non-improved group.

Background status. To analyse a possible association between background
factors and variations in loneliness status, two age groups were computed:
younger than  () and  and older (). Education was re-coded into
primary education (), secondary education () and higher education
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(). Marital status was re-coded into having a partner () or not (), and
health restrictions were also re-coded into having no restrictions ()
versus any restrictions ().

Closeness and variation in closeness. Possible associations between the close-
ness of available friendships and loneliness trajectories were examined by
the percentage of women with friends in different circles of the convoy at
two points in time: directly after the intervention and one year later. The
variation in closeness of friendship was studied by the number of circles
of the convoy in which friends were present.

Changes in friendship. The changes reported by members of all three lone-
liness status groups were categorised into four types of possible change in
friendship: gain, improvement, deterioration and loss.
The analyses of background characteristics, closeness of friends and vari-

ation in closeness, and changes in friendship were conducted using the chi-
square test for independence.

Results

Research question 

From the cluster analyses of the loneliness scores at the end of the interven-
tion and one year later, seven clusters of loneliness trajectories emerged as
the most viable solution. The seven clusters are summarised in Table ; we
distinguish between non-lonely (scores less than ), moderately lonely
(scores –) and very lonely participants (scores –). Clusters  and 

include those who were very lonely (%) or moderate lonely (%) initially,
and who were no longer lonely after a year; in other words they had recov-
ered from loneliness (very lonely recovered and moderately lonely recovered).
Those who were very lonely (%) and reduced their loneliness by three
points on average are located in cluster  (very lonely improved). Those who
were moderately lonely and reduced their loneliness by an average of two
points (%) are located in cluster  (moderately lonely improved). Cluster 
includes those who remained very lonely (%); they are referred to as
the very lonely stable. Cluster  includes those who were initially not lonely
but who became moderately lonely (%) during the year after participation.
Cluster  represents those who were not lonely (%) at both measurement
points (non-lonely stable).
Based on the clusters of loneliness status, three different groups of

persons could be distinguished: a Recovered group (N = ) consisting of
clusters  and , an Improved group of clusters  and  (N = ) and a
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Non-improved group of clusters  and  (N = ). Since the cluster of the
non-lonely stable group (N = ) did not fit in one of these sub-groups and
was very small, it was excluded from further analysis.

Research question 

The results of the chi-square tests for independence indicated no significant
association between loneliness status and the background characteristics of
age, educational level, partner status and health restrictions. Table  illus-
trates that the differences in age and partner status between the
Improved and the Non-improved group were small, as well as the differ-
ences on health restrictions between the Recovered and the Non-improved
group.

Research question 

The next step was to examine whether social resources, specifically the avail-
ability of different levels of friendship within the convoy, distinguished those
who had recovered or improved from those who had not improved.

T A B L E  . Summary of cluster membership based on the loneliness scores at
the end of the intervention and one year later

N

Loneliness at
the end of the
intervention

Loneliness
one year
later

Loneliness
change

Type of
groupMean SD Mean SD

Loneliness status:
. Very lonely recovered  . . . . −. Recovered

group. Moderately lonely
recovered

 . . .  −.

. Very lonely improved  . . . . −. Improved
group. Moderately lonely

improved
 .  . . −.

. Very lonely stable  . . . . −. Non-improved
group. Became moderately

lonely
 . . . . .

. Non-lonely stable  . . . . −. Excluded
Total  . . . . −.

Types of group:
Recovered group  . . . . −.
Improved group  . . . . −.
Non-improved group  . . . . .
Excluded  . . . . −.

Note: SD: standard deviation.
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An examination of the percentage of women with friends in different
circles of the convoy directly after the intervention and one year later in
Table  reveals that in all groups there was an increase in the proportion
of women who included friends in the inner circle within a year after the
intervention, with the greatest increase in the Recovered group (from 

to %). A chi-square test for independence indicated that the association
between loneliness status and having friends in the inner circle of the
convoy at the end of the intervention was almost but not quite significant
(p = .). A year later these associations between loneliness status and
having friends in the inner circle had become significant (see Table ).
There was also a slight increase in the inclusion of friends in the middle

circle in both the Recovered (from  to %) and the Improved group
(from  to %) within a year. In contrast, there was a decrease of
friends in the middle circle for those in the Non-improved group (from
 to %; see Table ). Despite these changes, the association between
loneliness trajectories and having friends in the middle circles was neither
significant at the end of the intervention nor a year after the intervention.
Changes in friendship in the outer circle demonstrate more variation (see

Table ). There is a slight decline in the Recovered group, a slight increase
in the proportion of friends in the outer circle in the Improved group and a
slight decrease in the Non-improved group. At both time-points, a clear ma-
jority of women in the Recovered and Improved groups had friends

T A B L E  . Comparison of loneliness status and background factors (signifi-
cance of differences according chi-square test)

Background factors

Loneliness status

χRecovered group Improved group Non-improved group

N   

Percentages
Age: .
<   
⩾   

Education level: .
Elementary   
Secondary   
High   

Partner status: .
No partner   
Partner   

Health restrictions: .
No restrictions   
Restrictions   
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available in the outer circle in contrast to members of the Non-improved
group. This association between loneliness status and having friends in
the outer circle of the personal convoy was significant both at the end of
the programme and one year later.
In Table , the variation in closeness of friendship is represented by the

number of circles of the convoy in which friends are present. A year after
the programme there was a slight increase in the proportion of women
reporting that they had friends in two or three circles, as well as a decrease
in the proportion of women reporting friends in one or no circle, in both
the Recovered and Improved group. In the Non-improved group there
was an opposite development indicating an increase in the proportion of
women reporting no friends in the convoy or in just one circle, and a de-
crease in the proportion reporting two or three circles with friends a year
after the intervention. The association between loneliness status and
number of circles with friends was significant both at the end of the inter-
vention and one year later, indicating that having more variation in friend-
ship is associated with a positive change in loneliness.

Research question 

Four types of possible change in friendship (gain, improvement, deterior-
ation and loss) were reported by members of all three loneliness status
groups. The very high proportion of women reporting gain and improve-
ment in friendship is striking among members of the recovered group.

T A B L E  . Loneliness status and percentage of women reporting having
friends in the circles

Loneliness status

χ Phi
Recovered
group

Improved
group

Non-improved
group

N   

Percentages
Friends in inner circle:
End intervention . . . . .
One year later . .  .* .

Friends in middle circle:
End intervention . . . . .
One year later . . . . .

Friends in outer circle:
End intervention . . . .* .
One year later . . . .* .

Significance level: * p < ..

Change and stability in loneliness and friendship

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001008 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001008


However, in all groups, at least  per cent of the women reported making
new friends, experiencing improvement in their friendships, as well as de-
terioration in friendship. Loss of friends was reported by about a third of
the women in all three loneliness status groups.
The chi-square tests indicated that the association between loneliness

status and specific friendship changes was not significant for making new
friends, deterioration in friendship and losing friends. The only significant
association was between loneliness status and improvement in friendship. In
the Recovered group, women reported improvement in friendship more
often than in the other two groups (see Table ).

Discussion

The main goal of this study was to gain more insight into the diversity of
long-term outcomes of women’s own efforts to modify friendships and
influence their loneliness during the year following their participation in
the FEP. Previous analysis based on average scores of participants did not
reveal the diversity of outcomes regarding loneliness that the cluster analysis
in this study revealed. Within a year of completing the programme about
one-quarter of the women were no longer lonely. Those who had recovered
from the negative experience of loneliness included some who were severely
lonely initially. More than one-third of the women had managed to reduce

T A B L E  . Number of circles with friends at the end of the intervention and
one year later

Loneliness status

χ Phi
Recovered
group

Improved
group

Non-improved
group

N   

Percentages
End intervention:
None  . . .* .
One circle . . .
Two circles . . .
Three circles . . .

One year later:
None  . . .* .
One circle . . .
Two circles . . .
Three circles . . .

Significance level: * p < ..
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loneliness significantly, which presumably meant experiencing relief from
some of the negative consequences of loneliness. In contrast to these
groups of women, there was a sizeable minority who reported stable, high
levels of loneliness during the year and a rather small group who became
lonely during the year following the intervention, though they were not
lonely at the end of the programme. There was also a small group who
had not been lonely at the end of the programme, nor were they lonely a
year later. For further analysis, we combined the clusters in a recovered
group, an improved group and a non-improved group. The small cluster of
women who were not lonely at both points in time were excluded from
further analysis.
A second goal was to try to explain the variation in outcomes that were iden-

tified by contrasting those with positive change in loneliness with those without
positive change. Resources involving education, the presence of a partner and
health status were not associated with the loneliness patterns, nor was the par-
ticipants’ age. Selection effects may explain the absence of any associations
between these variables and the patterns of loneliness, since women who
attend the FEP are self-selected in response to information in folders and
newspaper articles. Motivation to participate may be more important than
educational level or health restrictions. The programme is designed for acces-
sibility for a wide range of women of varying backgrounds without serious cog-
nitive impairment. Although age appears to have no effect on loneliness
patterns, the age range of the participants is limited to those between 

and , and the average age was about , and therefore we cannot draw
definite conclusions about the possible influence of age.
Finally, we examined whether those who were already socially advantaged

in terms of the friendships available to them at the end of the programme

T A B L E  . Loneliness status and percentage of women reporting changing
in friendship

Loneliness status

χ Phi
Recovered
group

Improved
group

Non-improved
group

N   

Percentages
Made new friends . . . . .
Improvement in friendship . . . .* .
Deterioration in friendship . . . . .
Lost friends . . . . .

Significance level: * p < ..
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might be more successful in reducing loneliness during the year studied. In
order to satisfy the need to belong and avoid or reduce loneliness, a certain
number of stable relationships which involve frequent contact, mutual affec-
tion and care are necessary (Baumeister and Leary ). Our results indi-
cate that having at least one friendship in the outer circle of the convoy at
the end of the intervention was more characteristic of those who would
recover. Presumably this type of relationship is a source of companionship,
but not intimacy; it may provide a certain base from which one can expand
one’s friendship network or improve the quality of friendship. The same as-
sociation was found a year later for both the recovered and significantly
improved, in contrast to the non-improved, indicating the importance of
companionship for the relief of loneliness among older adult women. By
the end of a year, the presence of an intimate friendship in the inner
circle of the convoy distinguished those who did and those who did not
recover from loneliness. Intimacy involving mutual affection, care and
concern was more likely to be available in this type of friendship.
While having friends in the middle circle of the convoy does not in itself

appear to affect loneliness, it may contribute to the variation in friendship as
far as closeness and importance are concerned. It was clear that variation in
friendship (having friends in two or three circles of the convoy) was a distin-
guishing characteristic of the recovered group, as opposed to the non-
improved, immediately after the intervention and a year later. Less variation
in friendship was more characteristic among the non-improved group.
These results confirm an important message of the FEP, which is that
having a variety of friends, including both close and less close friends, con-
tributes to wellbeing (Martina, Stevens and Westerhof ). Achieving
variety in resources is also considered important for proactive coping
(Bode et al. ) and for self-management of wellbeing (Steverink,
Lindenberg and Slaets ).
Considering the possible ways that friendships can change, one might

imagine that positive developments (e.g.making new friends and improving
existing friendships) would be more characteristic of those who recovered
or improved, and negative developments such as loss and deterioration in
friendship would be more characteristic of those who either became
lonely or remained very lonely (the non-improved group). It is noteworthy
that rather high proportions of the women in all three groups reported ac-
quiring new friendships, improvement in friendship and deterioration in
friendship. The positive changes are likely a result of conscious efforts on
the women’s part to develop or improve friendships. Reports of deterior-
ation in specific friendships may be the result of a greater awareness of
one’s needs and desires in friendship as a result of participating in the
FEP. Failures in attempts to meet these needs in existing friendships and
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a greater awareness of friendships that are not satisfactory due to filling in a
personal convoy several times may have caused a more negative evaluation
of specific friendships. Some might argue that reporting a relatively high
rate of deterioration in friendship is a negative effect of participating in
the FEP. However, this may also indicate that participants became more se-
lective in friendship, seeking interaction in more satisfactory friendships
and reducing interaction in friendships that were not satisfactory.
Presumably this leads to experiencing more positive wellbeing and reducing
negative wellbeing among participants, as proposed by the socio-emotional
selectivity theory (Carstensen, Isaacowitz and Charles ). Improvement
in mood, that is, reporting more positive feelings and fewer negative feel-
ings, was one of the effects of participation in the FEP (Martina and
Stevens ).
Between  and  per cent of the women reported having lost friend-

ships, due to death, debilitating illness of friends (e.g. dementia) or reloca-
tion. Loss of friends may be a normative life event in later life, since
longitudinal research has demonstrated that friends are the relationship
type most likely to leave the social networks as people age (Van Tilburg
; Wruz et al. ). Again the act of completing a personal convoy
several times may have reminded participants of losses in friendship.
Among the various changes reported in friendship, it was only the experi-

ence of improvement in friendship which was more characteristic of those
who had recovered from loneliness in comparison to the other two
groups. One possible interpretation is related to relational competence;
many of the women who had recovered may have already had, or succeeded
in developing, more complex social skills that are useful for enhancing rela-
tionships (such as being able to share more personal experience, to demon-
strate empathy and exchange emotional support, and to resolve conflicts).
Apparently they were able to develop more intimacy in friendship (e.g.
reporting friends in the inner circle more often) and were more likely to
have and maintain more variation in types of friendship than those who
did not show improvement with respect to loneliness (Hansson, Daleiden
and Haylisp ). It is also possible that women who were successful in
recovering from loneliness had friends who responded more positively to
their attempts at improving friendship than did friends of others who did
not report improvement. Since the essence of friendship is reciprocity,
the input of both parties involved in the friendship is important for any posi-
tive qualitative change in the relationship (Hartup and Stevens ).
The feeling of loneliness among those with very high, stable loneliness

scores is complex since it involves missing both companionship and intim-
acy (De Jong Gierveld, Van Tilburg and Dykstra ). It is possible that
some of the women who experienced no relief from loneliness (or who
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became lonely) had tried but failed to establish either or both types of
friendship, social and intimate. This experience may have reinforced exist-
ing loneliness or even have become a source of new loneliness. Their high
stable loneliness may also have had other causes unrelated to the quality of
their friendships. Interviews with these women reveal experiences involving
enduring grief due to death of a partner, emotional turmoil following a
recent divorce, conflicts or disappointment with children, as well as the
desire for a new partner (rather than a new friend). In these cases, social-
emotional selectivity in social relationships, as described by Carstensen,
Isaacowitz and Charles (), may explain the absence of a reduction of
loneliness or even the development of loneliness in the non-improved
group. When those persons with whom one prefers interaction (such as a
partner or children) are no longer or insufficiently available, one may ex-
perience loneliness that cannot be remedied by friendship. Although
both theory on the need to belong (Baumeister and Leary ) and the
social compensation model (Ferraro and Farmer ) assume that differ-
ent types of relationships can be substituted for one another, this may not
necessarily be true. It is clear that in order to understand the causes of
high stable loneliness or an increase in loneliness, it is necessary to know
more about the development of different types of relationships (with a
partner, children, family and friends), the companionship and support
that they offer, and the strains involved (Chen and Feeley ).
An important limitation of this study is the absence of baseline data, which

was missing in one of the studies we used. Although it would have been inter-
esting to analyse patterns of loneliness from the very beginning of the pro-
gramme until a year after its completion, we believe that our analysis
provides useful and unique information on important questions, such as: Is
it possible for older adult women to recover from loneliness (including
severe loneliness)? Are womenwith higher educationmore successful in redu-
cing loneliness after participating in the intervention? Instead of studying the
effectiveness of the intervention itself, we used a person-oriented approach to
identify groups of participants who resembled one another in terms of change
or stability in loneliness in the year following theprogramme, andwhodiffered
from other groups. We presumed that the patterns of loneliness during this
period reflected the results of their own efforts to reduce loneliness.
Another limitation is that information on more personal characteristics

(e.g. self-esteem, shyness, neuroticism or anxiety) that may contribute to de-
velopment of and satisfaction with relationships, and thus with change and
stability in loneliness (De Jong Gierveld, Van Tilburg and Dykstra ), is
not included in the analyses. There was some information on personal char-
acteristics available in Study , that is, in half of the sample. A larger data-set
with this kind of information would be useful to distinguish personal

 Camille M. S. Martina et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001008 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X16001008


characteristics that are associated with change and stability in loneliness
after completing the FEP. A final limitation is that both studies used the
same self-reported measures on friendship availability and development,
as well as on loneliness, so the influence of social desirability must be
taken into account (Fisher and Katz ).
Despite the limitations, this study shows that using a person-oriented ap-

proach is valuable because it enabled us to identify differences in patterns
of change or stability in loneliness over time that are not evident in variable-
oriented analyses. We were able to identify some characteristics of available
friendships anddevelopments in friendships thatwere associatedwithpositive
change, and specifically with the recovery from loneliness. The results motiv-
ate us to continue to offer this intervention to awide rangeof women, sincewe
did not find criteria that indicate that the programme is not suitable for some
women (e.g.with a low educational level or with health restrictions).However,
we need more insight in two groups, those who maintain high levels of lone-
liness and thosewhobecome lonely following the intervention. It is customary
to offer referrals for participants who seem to require a different type of
support to deal with their situation (e.g. psychotherapy for complex personal
problems or bereavement counselling). Other types of interventions might
be more suitable for some individuals, such as a personal coach who
focuses on developing new forms of social engagement for those lacking
the social advantages we have described as helpful. A limitation of this type
of intervention is that not everyone is interested in participating in a group
programme. An internet version of the FEP, designed for men and women
age  and over, is in the process of being developed and tested. Although
it appears that more recent cohorts of older adults do manage to maintain
relations with friends and non-kin longer than in the past, there is still a size-
able group of older adults who never attained, or have tended to lose, these
sources of diversity in their networks (Stevens and Van Tilburg ; Suanet,
Van Tilburg and Broese van Groenou ). Therefore, it seems essential to
continue to discover ways to support older adults in developing andmaintain-
ing supportive social networks that include reciprocal relations with both
family, and friends or other non-kin; especially for those older adults who
lack valuable resources for maintaining wellbeing and reducing or prevent-
ing the negative consequences of enduring loneliness as they age.
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