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Abstract Social support protects individuals against
adversity throughout the lifespan, and is especially salient
during times of intense social change, such as during the
transition to adulthood. Focusing on three relationship-
specific sources of social support (family, friends, and
romantic partners), the current study examined the stress-
buffering function of social support against loneliness and
whether the association between social support and lone-
liness with stress held constant would vary by its source.
The role of gender in these associations was also consid-
ered. The sample consisted of 636 ethnically diverse col-
lege youth (age range 18-25; 80 % female). The results
suggest that the stress-buffering role of social support
against loneliness varies by its source. Only support from
friends buffered the association between stress and loneli-
ness. Further, when stress was held constant, the associa-
tion between social support and loneliness differed by the
sources, in that support from friends or romantic partners
(but not from family) was negatively associated with
loneliness. Regarding gender differences, the adverse
impact of lower levels of familial or friends’ support on
loneliness was greater in females than in males. This
research advances our understanding of social support
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among college-aged youth; implications of the findings and
directions for future research are discussed.
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Introduction

Decades of research have shown that social support bene-
fits individual well-being (Kuwert et al. 2014; Kwag et al.
2011) and may intervene in the association between stress
and distress (Lakey and Cohen 2000; Rafaelli et al. 2012;
Thoits 2011). Most of the prior research on social support
has assessed its aggregate indices (general or global social
support), with less attention given to its source (support
derived from a specific relationship). However, research on
the source of support (relationship-specific support) is
essential (Rafaelli et al. 2012; Uchino 2009) in order to
best understand its meanings and mechanisms, and its
changing implications throughout development. In addi-
tion, when considering the implications of stress and/or
social support, previous studies have primarily focused on
physical and/or psychological health (e.g., Auerbach et al.
2011; Finch and Vega 2003; Vaughan et al. 2010),
devoting less work to adversities in social or interpersonal
relationships such as feelings of loneliness.

Social and relational challenges are critical to consider,
as empirical evidence has shown that both stress and social
support are associated with loneliness. For example,
Mahon et al. (2006) suggested that stresses associated with
social forces outside the individuals, such as social
mobility, contribute to loneliness. Hawkley et al.’s (2008)
study found that people experiencing higher levels of stress
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are likely to be disproportionately represented among
lonely individuals. Nicpon et al. (2006-2007) found that
individuals reporting greater perceived social support also
reported less loneliness. Further, loneliness is a risk factor
for a number of physical and psychological health prob-
lems, including reduced immunity, elevated blood pres-
sure, depressive symptoms, alcoholism, and suicide
ideation (Hawkley et al. 2008). Loneliness is also associ-
ated with increased risk for early mortality (Holt-Lunstad
et al. 2015; Patterson and Veenstra 2010). To begin to
address these gaps in the literature, the purpose of the
current study is to examine the role of social support in the
association between stress and loneliness. In particular, we
explore whether the association between stress and lone-
liness may vary based on perceptions of support from
three different relationship contexts: family, friends, and
romantic partners. Additionally, we explore whether gen-
der is a factor in individuals’ experiences, given the well-
established gender differences in relationships, perceptions,
and behaviors (e.g., Hall 2011). In particular, we examine
whether gender moderates the associations between sour-
ces of social support and loneliness. These issues are
explored in a large, ethnically diverse sample of college
youth.

Loneliness: A Pervasive Experience Among College
Youth

Loneliness is considered a subjective, unpleasant, and
emotionally distressing experience that most, if not all,
individuals experience at one time or another (Koenig and
Abrams 1999; Peplau and Perlman 1982; Qualter et al.
2015). Although loneliness is salient at all developmental
stages, researchers have noted that late adolescence and
young adulthood are the two life stages during which lone-
liness is arguably the most prevalent across individuals’ life
span (Qualter et al. 2015). This is not surprising, as peer
relationships (relationships with friends or intimate partners)
play a prominent role among adolescents and young adults.
In addition, given that many high school students today
choose to go to college immediately after graduation, the
transition to college often entails stepping away from long
standing intimate relationships in one’s hometown and
school. This physical separation from family and friends may
result in the termination and/or transitions of close rela-
tionships, and/or a discrepancy between desired an achieved
social contact. Therefore, the environmental change from
high school to college and the developmental needs for social
relationships, particularly the need for intimate friendships
(Arnett 2015a), may trigger many college youth’s
strong desires to be with other people (Qualter et al. 2015).

However, if the correspondent changes in actual relation-
ships are not accompanied to fulfill the desires, feeling lonely
may be inevitable (Levesque 2011a).

Sources of Social Support on Individual Well-Being

Research on relationship-specific sources of social support
is essential (Rafaelli et al. 2012; Uchino 2009) and tends to
be based on perceptions of past experiences with specific
others (Pierce et al. 1991). Support from varying relation-
ships may exert influences on well-being in different ways
for different life stages with regard to developmentally
salient focal relationships (Segrin 2003; Sheets and Mohr
2009). The life course perspective views the transition to
young adulthood with a focus on the interplay between
developmental trajectories and social pathways (Elder
1998; Meadows et al. 2006). Given its emphasis on con-
texts (Wheaton and Clark 2003), the perspective suggests
that, as individuals transition across life stages, both social
support and stress may change. Over time, the salience of a
given relationship evolves; thus, the impact of support from
that relationship on health outcomes is dynamic as well
(Umberson et al. 2010). For instance, during adolescence,
friends gradually replace parents as the main source of
social support and intimacy (Frey and Rothlisberger 1996;
Scholte et al. 2001). As individuals transition to adulthood,
romantic relationships become more common and impor-
tant (Arnett 2015a; Markiewicz and Doyle 2011; Qualter
et al. 2015). In other words, friends and/or intimate partner
support begins to usurp the function of family support as
individuals transition to adulthood (Meadows et al. 2006;
Tanner 2011). During young adulthood, social support
from family members is less effective than support from
friends at reducing psychosocial distress (Segrin 2003).
Despite this evidence, research also has demonstrated that
parental and family support remains critical in promoting
young adults’ adjustment and well-being, including social
or interpersonal relationships (Lee et al. 2015; Mounts
et al. 2006). Although these findings may seem contra-
dictory, this is not necessarily the case. Family support may
retain value during young adulthood (Arnett 2015b; Lee
et al. 2015), but when compared directly with the support
from friends and romantic partners (with whom the youth
are likely to spend the most time, and with whom youth
may prefer to self-disclose and/or consult about life choices
and decision) (Collins and van Dulmen 2006), its relative
salience may not be as high during this time of relationship
transition (Buhrmester 1996; De Goede et al. 2009; Tanner
2011). Given these patterns, it is clear that research
focusing on social support and its impacts on well-being
during young adulthood should assess distinct relationship-
specific sources of support (Rafaelli et al. 2012).
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Buffering Role of Sources of Social Support
on Stress and Loneliness

The stress-buffering model (Cohen and Wills 1985; Uchino
2004) asserts that social support functions as a buffer to
mitigate the pathogenic effects of stress on individual well-
being. In other words, social support helps individuals
maintain or regain strengths, particularly when they are
under stress or encountering stressful life events, and
thereby decreases the potentially detrimental consequences
of stress (Ensel and Lin 1991; Thoits 2011; Wheaton
1985). As indicated above, research examining the stress-
buffering hypothesis has focused on general social support
as the buffer and physical or psychological well-being as
outcomes, with very little attention directed toward sources
of support and social well-being, such as loneliness. Given
the assertion that general social support and sources of
social support are two distinct constructs (Pierce et al.
1991), it is tenable that the stress-buffering effect of social
support on individuals’ well-being might vary by the
sources of support (relationship-specific support providers).
In a sample of college students, for example, Crockett et al.
(2007) found that, when both parental and peer supports
were considered in the same model, only parental support
buffered the association between acculturative stress and
depressive symptoms. However, to the best of our knowl-
edge, research is scant examining the differential associa-
tions of varying sources of social support on the impact of
stress on individuals’ social well-being, thereby warranting
exploration. These issues are especially germane during the
transition to adulthood, given the increased salience of peer
relationships (including friendships and romantic partners)
(Arnett 2015a). It might be that these relationships have
increased importance for predicting well-being and for
buffering against psychosocial challenges. Alternatively,
given the sometimes fleeting nature of non-familial rela-
tionships during this developmental period, it may be that
family-based support continues to exert a lasting influence
(Lee et al. 2015).

Independent Associations of Sources of Social
Support with Loneliness

Stress, social support, and psychosocial well-being have
complicated interconnections. As noted above, it is well
documented that social support can offset the adverse
impact of stress on a variety of adjustment indices. It is also
possible, however, for stress to provoke the deterioration of
social support for troubled individuals, given the impact of
stress on their access to and willingness to enlist supportive
assistance (Thompson et al. 2006). In other words, stress
may be related to diminished, rather than enhanced, social
support (Kwag et al. 2011).

@ Springer

In contrast, the independent model proposed by Ensel
and Lin (1991) suggests that social support may benefit
individuals through promoting their well-being, or by
safeguarding them against distress by providing positive
affect, material resources, and/or a recognition of self-
worth, regardless of the level of stress present. Wheaton
(1985) illustrates that social support is an independent
distress deterrent. Conversely, perceiving lack of social
support may increase the likelihood of distress, for exam-
ple, by feeling lonely (Segrin 2003). There is considerable
empirical evidence supporting the independent model. A
number of studies have consistently shown that holding
stress constant, perceiving greater social support alleviates
loneliness (e.g., Aanes et al. 2009; Bancila et al. 2006;
Bishop and Martin 2007; Cacioppo et al. 2006; Kuwert
et al. 2014; Kwag et al. 2011). However, most of these
studies were based on older adults, with little effort
devoted specifically to youth transitioning to adulthood.
Given the aforementioned challenges with social connec-
tion that sometimes occurs in this age group, this is a
concern. In addition, all of these studies investigated gen-
eral social support. Researchers have not applied the
independence model when examining whether the associ-
ation between social support and loneliness may vary by
the source of support.

Below we briefly review the current literature on the
associations between sources of social support and loneli-
ness. In general, stress has not been considered in previous
research, and findings have been somewhat inconsistent.
For example, Pierce et al. (1991), in a sample of under-
graduate students, suggested that support from friends was
a better predictor of loneliness than support from fam-
ily/parents or romantic partners. Using adult samples,
Segrin and colleagues (Segrin 2003; Segrin and Passalac-
qua 2010) found that higher levels of social supports from
family, friends, and a significant other each were associated
with lower levels of loneliness. However, the three sources
of support were not examined concurrently in their studies,
despite the high correlations among them. Jones and Moore
(1990) surveyed youth during their beginning semester in
college and found that although support from friends was
negatively related to levels of loneliness, support from
family was positively associated with loneliness, meaning
those with higher levels of family support felt lonelier than
those with lower levels of family support. A similar finding
of a positive relationship between family support and
loneliness was reported in Eshbaugh’s (2010) study using a
sample of college women living in the university’s resi-
dence halls. Findings from these two studies suggest that
those with a strong support system at home may be vul-
nerable to feeling isolated and lonely when separated from
family, even when the separation is due to attending col-
lege. Further, there were studies using college youth and
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considering only one particular source of support (family,
friends, or romantic partners) when examining the associ-
ation between social support and loneliness (e.g., Larose
et al. 2002; Lee et al. 2015; Mounts 2004; Mounts et al.
2006; Ozdemir and Tuncay 2008). The results of these
studies all suggest that the association between the partic-
ular source of support considered and loneliness is nega-
tive. Thus, in order to further our understanding of the
relative salience among various sources of support in their
associations with loneliness, future research not only
should include stress as a covariate, but also should pay
more attention to differentiating support from different
sources.

Gender Differences

Research has shown that there are gender differences in
youth’s early socialization pertaining to social relation-
ships. From an early age, parents provide gender-specific
relationship socialization for their daughters and sons.
Intimate relationships, and associated emotions, are
emphasized in girls’ early socialization and deemphasized
in boys’ (e.g., Eisenberg and Fabes 1994; Shipman et al.
2003); thus, it is not surprising that, by adolescence and
young adulthood, clear gender differences exist with regard
to perceptions of, and experiences with, intimate relation-
ships (Hall 2011; Shulman and Scharf 2000). Interestingly,
however, with regard to gender differences on loneliness, it
remains unclear, as mixed findings have been reported
during these two developmental stages (Koenig and
Abrams 1999; Schinka et al. 2013). For example, based on
samples of adolescents or young adults (mostly college
students), research has found that boys or men are lonelier
(e.g., Mounts 2004; Roux 2009; Subrahmanyam and Lin
2007) or less lonely (e.g., McWhirter 1997; Prezza et al.
2004) than girls or women, or that the levels of loneliness
do not differ by gender (e.g., Ilhan 2012; Lasgaard et al.
2011; Stoliker and Lafreniere 2015). Mahon et al. (2006),
in their meta-analytic study (the age of study samples
ranging from 11 to 23 years in the studies reviewed), found
a similar inconsistency on the association between gender
and loneliness. However, most of the studies they reviewed
have reported non-significance, suggesting no gender dif-
ferences on loneliness.

On the other hand, little is known about whether the
associations between sources of support and loneliness
might vary by gender. Research to examine such a poten-
tial gender effect, especially among young adults, is war-
ranted, as previous studies have suggested that girls in
general devote more time and energy on developing
friendships and value close friendships more than boys
during adolescence (Bowker and Ramsay 2011; Levesque
2011b; Rafaelli and Duckett 1989), and that women overall

perceive higher levels of social support than men during
young adulthood (Adamczyk 2015; Weckwerth and Flynn
2006). Although women, as compared to men, seem to
benefit more from support provided by parents and close
friends, they also tend to suffer more from the effects of a
lack of such support (Sifers 2011). Thus, perceiving lower
levels of support from family or friends, for example,
might lead to increases in loneliness more in female than in
male college youth, given a possible greater discrepancy
between desired and achieved levels of social contact
among females. However, very few studies have empiri-
cally examined such gender moderation effects. Although
scarce, the findings have provided support for the notion.
For example, Zhang, Gao, Fokkema, Alterman, and Liu
(2015), in their sample of late adolescents, found that the
negative association between perceived social support,
particularly support from friends and romantic partners,
and loneliness was greater for girls than for boys. Similar
results were found in Koenig and Abrams’ (1999) study,
which also used an adolescent sample, yet focused only on
friends’ support. To our best knowledge, no research has
examined gender moderation in the association between
perceived family support and loneliness or used samples of
youth transitioning to adulthood to investigate whether
gender moderation may differ by the sources of social
support.

The Current Study

Using a large and diverse sample of college-aged youth,
the purpose of the present study is to extend the current
research on social support by examining its associations
with loneliness. Three specific sources of support are
considered, including support from the primary socializa-
tion agents of young adulthood: families, friends, and
romantic partners. Gender differences regarding loneliness
and its potential moderating role in the relationships
between sources of social support and loneliness are also
explored. Although the number of people going to college
has increased substantially over the past few decades, the
percentage of students persisting and graduating from
college within four years is still low (Arnett 2015b; Brock
2010). Such interruptions or failure in academic accom-
plishments may be attributed in part to stress-related
problems and/or struggles in social relationships that many
college students experience, such as loneliness (Nicpon
et al. 2006-2007). Thus, in order to promote success in
college and social adjustment in college life, it is both
essential and urgent to examine whether social support
might help alleviate students’ feelings of loneliness and if
so, whether the positive role of social support might differ
by its sources. The findings of this study will advance our
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understanding of the association between social support
and loneliness in college youth, especially the relative
salience of three distinct sources of support, as well as
whether the relationships might vary by gender.

Based on the research discussed above, we have four
hypotheses. First, we hypothesize that the role of social
support as a buffer of stress against loneliness will differ by
its particular sources (family, friends, and romantic part-
ner). Specifically, because the focal age point of the study
is college-aged youth, we hypothesize that support from
friends and romantic partners will provide the strongest
protection against loneliness. Second, we hypothesize that
the independent association of social support with loneli-
ness differs by its particular sources (family, friends, and
romantic partner). In particular, we predict that social
support from friends and romantic partners will have the
most robust negative associations with loneliness—as
support from friends and romantic partners increases,
loneliness will decrease.

The third and fourth hypotheses pertain to gender dif-
ferences. Although we do not predict any gender difference
in mean levels of loneliness (hypothesis 3), we expect that
the moderating role of gender in the association between
social support and loneliness will differ by the sources of
support (family, friends, and romantic partner). Specifi-
cally, it is anticipated that females will be particularly
sensitive to levels of support provided by each of the three
relationship sources, as compared to males.

Method
Procedure and Participants

After receiving approval from the university’s Institutional
Review Board (IRB), a survey was administered to
undergraduate students at a mid-sized public university in
the Northeast region of the United States. Participants were
recruited in a variety of ways, including email, flyers, and
word of mouth, and surveys were conducted in a variety of
campus locations, including classrooms, dormitories, stu-
dent centers, and student organization meetings. All data
were collected in person, and participants received a $5
incentive for completing the survey.

The sample consisted of 636 undergraduate students
from various disciplines, such as human development,
family studies, psychology, biology, exercise science, and
English (80 % female and 20 % male). The average age
was 19.8 years (SD = 1.5; Range = 18-25), with 36.8 %
freshmen, 22.6 % sophomore, 25.2 % junior, and 15.1 %
senior. Two individuals did not identify their school year.
About half of the participants (337; 53 %) self-identified as
White, 138 (21.7 %) as Hispanic, 85 (13.4 %) as Black or
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African-American, 23 (3.6 %) as Asian-American, 41
(6.4 %) as multiracial, and 12 (1.9 %) as other. The range
and proportions of participants’ ethnicity or race are rep-
resentative of the campus where the study was conducted.

Instruments
Perceived Stress

Perceived stress was assessed by the 10-item shorter ver-
sion of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10; Cohen and
Williamson 1988). The scale measures the degree to which
situations in an individual’s life are appraised as stressful.
Using a probability sample of individuals ages 18 or more,
Cohen and Williamson (1988) found that the PSS-10 had
adequate psychometric qualities (e.g., internal reliability
with a coefficient alpha of .78 and concurrent validity via a
positive correlation with a life-events scale and negative
correlation with self-reported physical health). Despite its
high correlation with depressive symptomology, the scale
was found to measure a different and independently pre-
dictive construct. Respondents were asked to indicate,
using a S-point scale (0 = never, 4 = very often), how
often during the past month they felt or thought a certain
way, such as being upset because something that happened
unexpectedly, being unable to control the important things
in their lives, and difficulties being piling up so high that
they could not overcome them. Mean ratings of the 10 item
responses were used, with higher scores indicating higher
levels of perceived stress (o« = .81 in the current study).

Sources of Social Support

Sources of social support were measured by the Multidi-
mensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet
et al. 1988), which consists of 12 items assessing three par-
ticular sources of social support: Family, Friends, and
Romantic Partners (four items per source of support). Zimet
et al. (1988) used undergraduate college youth in their study,
reporting coefficient alphas of .87, .85, and .91 for the support
subscales of family, friends, and romantic partners, respec-
tively. Test—retest reliability over a 2-3 month interval was
also reported (85, .75, and .72 for the support subscales of
family, friends, and romantic partners, respectively). Con-
struct validity of the scale has been established in the study
through its negative correlations with depression and anxiety
symptomatology measured by the Hopkins Symptom
Checklist (Derogatis etal. 1974). The respondents indicated to
what extent they agreed with each statement using a 7-point
scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Sample
items include, “I get the emotional help and support I need
from my family” (support from family), “I can count on my
friends when things go wrong” (support from friends), and
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“There is a special person with whom I can share my joys and
sorrows” (support from romantic partner). None of the items
measuring support specify the mechanism through which
support was delivered (e.g., in-person or online); rather, sup-
port for the various relationships could have occurred in a
variety of contexts and was left up to the participants to
interpret. The mean score of each subscale for the source of
support was calculated, with higher scores indicating higher
levels of the particular sources of support. Cronbach’s as for
this study were .92, .93, and .93 for the support subscales of
family, friends, and romantic partners, respectively.

Loneliness

Loneliness was evaluated by the 8-item short-form of the
UCLA Loneliness Scale (UCLA-8; Hays and DiMatteo
1987). Participants rated how often they felt the way
described in each of the eight statements (1 = never,
2 = rarely, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often). Sample statements
are “I feel isolated from others” and “I lack companion-
ship.” Mean scores were calculated so that higher scores
signify higher levels of loneliness. Hays and DiMatteo
(1987) reported a coefficient alpha of .84 for the scale’s
internal consistency and provided evidence of its construct
validity via positive correlation with personality charac-
teristics such as alienation and social anxiety. Cronbach’s o
for the current study was .83.

Results
Analysis Strategy

All analyses were conducted using SPSS (21.0). We tested
both stress-buffering and independent relationships of
social support with loneliness by running a series of hier-
archical multiple regressions. Table 1 presents the corre-
lation matrix with means and standard deviations for the
focal predictors, moderator variables, criterion variable,
and control variables in the study. Despite the mixed
results on whether gender and ethnicity are associated with
loneliness (Mahon et al. 2006; Schinka et al. 2013), they
were included in the analyses as covariates, because prior
research and/or our data have shown their correlations with
the study variables. For example, Adamczyk (2015) found
that women overall perceived higher levels of social sup-
port than men during young adulthood. In our data, gender
was correlated with all three sources of support, and eth-
nicity was related to loneliness (see Table 1). For all
moderation analyses in the study, both the focal predictor
(perceived stress or sources of social support) and the
proposed moderator variable (sources of social support or
gender) were centered before analysis to reduce problems

associated with multicollinearity (Frazier et al. 2004).
During the analyses, controlling variables were entered
first, followed by the focal predictor and the proposed
moderator(s) as the second step, and the interaction
term(s) (the product of predictor and moderator) as the
third step. In particular, to examine the role of individual
source of social support as a buffer of stress against lone-
liness, we tested a model of multiple additive moderation
due to the high correlations among the three sources of
support in our data (Hayes 2013). Multiple-moderator
models allow for the examination of several moderators
concurrently, and the results will indicate the relative sal-
ience among the moderators in the relationships under
investigation. Whether the independent association between
social support and loneliness would differ by the sources
of support was tested with hierarchical multiple regression
by entering the controlling variables first, followed by
the stress variable and the three sources of social support
variables. Finally, an independent-samples ¢ test was
employed to investigate the gender difference on the levels
of loneliness.

Table 2 presents the results of the stress-buffering test
(the multiple-moderator model). We found that among the
three sources of social support, only support from friends
(B=-.07, SE=.03, B=-.10, t = -2.72, p = .007,
95 % CI [—.12, —.02]) was a moderator, buffering the
association between perceived stress and loneliness. Fol-
lowing the guideline provided by Aiken and West (1991)
for interpreting moderation results, we found that the
association between perceived stress and loneliness is less
detrimental for those with higher levels of friends support
than those with lower levels.

In terms of the relative salience among the three sources
of social support in their associations with loneliness,
holding the perceived stress constant, the findings suggest
that the independent association between social support and
loneliness varies by its sources. Specifically, regardless of
the levels of stress perceived, supports from friends and
romantic partners each had a negative relationship with the
levels of loneliness (Bs = —.13 and —.09, SEs = .02 and
.02, Bs = —.26 and —.19, ts = —6.37 and —4.62, 95 % Cls
[-.17, —.09] and [—.13, —.05], respectively, both
ps < .001). However, support from family was not an
effective factor in its association with the levels of loneliness
(B=-.02, SE=.02, B=—-.05, t=—-1.20, p= .23,
95 % CI [—.06, .01]), when the other two sources of support
were in the model.

The results showed no gender difference for loneliness,
Mpae = 2.00, SDpae = .65, Mremae = 1.91, SDgemaie =
.62, 1(633) = 145, p = .15, 95 % CI [—.03, .21]. Although
males on average appeared to manifest higher levels of
loneliness than females, the observed difference was not
statistically significant. In terms of the moderating role of
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Table 1 Means, standard

deviations (SDs), and L 2 3 4 > 6 !
intercorrelations among study 1. Gender
and controlling variables .
2. Ethnicity .05 -
3. Perceived stress dexEx - — 04 -
4. Family support 21 A2%x 0 _23%kxx
5. Friends support A8 .05 —.22%** SqxEE
6. Romantic partner support 30%%* DR ECES o 56%** SqEEEk
7. Loneliness —.06 —.08* B A L - YA
M 1.80 3.59 2.94 5.71 5.75 5.89 1.93
SD 40 1.16 .62 1.34 1.25 1.31 .63

Gender (1 = male, 2 = female). Ethnicity (1 = Asian-American, 2 = Black or African-American

3 = Hispanic, 4 = non-Hispanic White, 5 = Multiracial, 6 = Other)
*p <.05; ** p < .01; ¥*¥* p <.001

Table 2 Results of stress-buffering tests of sources of social support
on loneliness

Variables B SE  B®

Gender —.01 06 —.01 (-.15)
Ethnicity —-02 .02 —-.03(-.99)
Perceived stress 36 .03 .35 (10.35)***
Family support (FAS) —-02 .02 —.05(—1.05)
Friends support (FRS) —.12 .02 —.23 (=5.73)%**
Romantic partner support (RPS) —.10 .02  —.20 (—4.46)***
Stress x FAS —-02 .03 —.02(—.64)
Stress x FRS —.07 .03 —.10 (—2.72)**
Stress x RPS .03 .03 .04 (.92)

# p < 01; #% p < 001

gender on the relationships between sources of social sup-
port and loneliness, Table 3 presents the results. As indi-
cated, gender moderated the associations between family
support and loneliness (B = —.10, SE = .04, f = —.10,
t =-2.80, p =.005, 95 % CI [—.18, —.03]) and between

friends support and loneliness (B = —.08, SE = .04,
B=-.07t=-199, p=.047, 95 % CI [—.16, —.001]).
However, gender did not moderate how romantic partner
support was related to loneliness (B = —.05, SE = .04,
B=—-.051=—-134,p=.18,95 % CI [—.12, .02]). Fol-
lowing the guidelines provided by Aiken and West (1991)
for interpreting moderation results, the negative associations
between support from family and loneliness and between
support from friends and loneliness were both greater for
female than for male college youth.

Discussion

The current study extends research on the role of social
support in the association between perceived stress and
loneliness by testing two theoretical models—the stress-
buffering model and the independent model. Our focus is
on three specific sources of social support (family, friends,
and romantic partners) to examine their relative salience as
moderators and as distress deterrents. We also explore the
way in which these patterns of relationships differed for

Table 3 Results of gender moderating the relationships between sources of social support and loneliness

Variable Family support Friends support Romantic partner support

B SE B B SE B B SE B
Ethnicity —.02 .02 —.03 (=.95) -.02 .02 —.04 (-1.34) -.02 .02 —.03 (-.83)
Perceived stress 41 .04 40 (11.29)%%* .39 .03 38 (11.39)*** 40 .04 .39 (11.33)%**
Source —.13 .02 —.28 (=7.72)%** -.19 .02 —.37 (—10.89)*** -.17 .02 —.35 (—9.64)***
Gender —.14 .06 —.09 (—2.43)* —.11 .05 —.07 (—1.95) —.04 .06 —.03 (-.76)
Source x gender —.10 .04 —.10 (—2.80)** —.08 .04 —.07 (—=1.99)* —.05 .04 —.05 (—1.34)

Analyses of gender moderation were done separately
* p <.05; #* p < .01; *** p < .001
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females versus males. These issues are studied in a large
and ethnically diverse sample of college youth between the
ages of 18 and 25.

The results highlight the differentiating support from
three different sources in terms of whether they are dif-
ferent in buffering the association between perceived stress
and loneliness and in relating to the levels of loneliness,
irrespective of the stress levels, during the transition to
adulthood. The stress-buffering or moderation of social
support on loneliness was found to vary by the three
sources of support. Specifically, only support from friends
buffered the association between perceived stress and
loneliness. For youth with higher levels of support from
friends, the magnitude of the relationship between stress
and loneliness was less than those with lower friends
support. This pattern of findings provides partial support
for our first hypothesis, which predicted that support from
both friends and romantic partners would buffer the asso-
ciation between stress and loneliness. Prior research has
found that the buffering role of social support varies by its
sources in that parental support, not peer support, buffers
the adverse association between stress and individuals’
psychological well-being (i.e., depressive symptoms)
(Crockett et al. 2007). Therefore, our study has added an
important piece to the literature by suggesting that the
buffering function of social support against stress on
individuals’ social well-being also varies by its sources.
Friendships, in particular, served a unique function in the
current sample in terms of buffering youth from the chal-
lenges of stress. This could have occurred for a number of
reasons; for example, perhaps friendships were more
emotionally intimate and longer lasting than romantic
relationships. Although the current data do not allow for
this particular line of follow-up inquiry, it will be inter-
esting for future research to explore these issues in greater
detail.

An additional key finding of the current study is that, as
an independent distress deterrent, support from friends or
romantic partners was particularly beneficial for the col-
lege-aged participants in the current study given its rela-
tionship to lower levels of loneliness, regardless of the
level of stress. Support from families, in contrast, was not
associated with loneliness. These results were consistent
with our second hypothesis. However, these findings do not
necessarily mean that families are not important for overall
well-being during young adulthood. Rather, the current
findings may reflect a changing relational focus during this
developmental period, with the emphasis shifting from the
family of origin to the establishment of close, non-familial
ties (Buhrmester 1996; De Goede et al. 2009). In addition,
support from friends emerged as the most salient factor in
alleviating emerging adults’ loneliness among the three
particular sources of support examined in our study. Thus,

our study augments previous research focusing on the
sources of support when researching social support
(Azmitia et al. 2013; Rafaelli et al. 2012), and provides
additional evidence that various sources of social support
may be associated with individual well-being in different
ways among youth transitioning to adulthood. To our
knowledge, this is the first study to examine these issues
with a focus on college youth’s distress in social
relationships.

The current findings are consistent with the life course
perspective (Elder 1998), which places individuals’ rela-
tionships and their meanings within a developmental con-
text. As an individual moves from adolescence and
transitions to adulthood, support from friends or peers may
be particularly effective in enhancing his or her well-being,
and/or reducing levels of distress caused by stress. This
knowledge is essential, as the college years are often
characterized by considerable stress and relationship tran-
sitions (Arnett 2015b). In addition, our findings suggest
that particular support from friends is more helpful in
buffering the adverse impact of stress on individuals’ social
well-being, compared to support from family or intimate
partners. Although the negative outcome of stress on
individuals’ social relationships may seem inevitable, col-
lege-aged youth are encouraged to invest time and effort in
developing quality friendships in hopes that they would be
less distressed or vulnerable to feeling of loneliness.

The current study also contributes to our understanding
of gender differences in individuals’ levels of loneliness
and the moderating role of gender in the association with
social support and loneliness during young adulthood. The
literature has shown mixed results for gender differences
on loneliness. Although no gender differences emerged
with regard to mean levels of loneliness (providing support
for our third hypothesis), gender moderated the association
between social support and loneliness. Specifically, the
negative relationships between family and friends support
and loneliness each was greater for female college youth
than for their male counterparts. In other words, despite the
negative relationships for both genders, perceiving lower
levels of support from family or friends was more
adversely related to loneliness for females, as compared to
males. This pattern of findings provides partial support for
our fourth hypothesis, in that females were particularly
sensitive to lower levels of support from friends and family
members. This is a notable contribution to the literature,
and is consistent with previous research regarding gender
differences in youth’s relationship experiences and per-
ceptions. For example, Rafaelli and Duckett (1989) have
pointed out that female adolescents tend to devote more
time and energy to developing social relationships than
male adolescents. Similarly, research on conflict and
aggression within youth’s peer relationships suggests that
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females, as compared to males, are more upset by peer
altercations and spend more time thinking about them (e.g.,
Goldstein and Tisak 2004; Paquette and Underwood 1999).
Thus, even though a relational focus certainly has many
potential upsides, perhaps the increased emphasis on rela-
tionships for females puts them at risk for an increased
discrepancy between desired and achieved social relation-
ships, thereby intensifying their vulnerability to loneliness
(Sifers 2011). Although this was not tested specifically in
the present study, it would be interesting to explore these
issues in future research.

Limitations

Despite the strengths of this study, there are several limi-
tations that should be noted. First, data were all based on
participants’ self reports, which may have contributed to
greater associations among the variables due to shared
method variance. Second, this study was cross-sectional in
design. Thus, no causal inferences can be made. For
example, it could be that social support and loneliness are
related in a reciprocally interactive fashion (Needham
2008). In other words, low social support may be the
outcome, not simply the predictor, of loneliness. Thus, it
will be important for future research to employ a longitu-
dinal research design to establish directionality in the
relationships proposed in our model. Third, the study
sample consisted of only college students; the extent to
which results generalize to youth who do not attend college
is unclear. Despite the significant increase in the number of
individuals attending colleges in recent years (Brock 2010),
there are still many people who do not go to college. Non-
college-bound youth are underrepresented in research
(Arnett 2015b), and differ from their college-bound peers
on demographic, socioeconomic, and psychosocial vari-
ables (Halperin 2001). Subsequent research should recruit
research participants from this understudied population of
nonstudents. With regard to a non-student sample, it may
be that associations among support and adjustments vary
by the reason why youth are not currently in school, per-
haps relating to issues such as employment status, living
arrangements, or identity status development. An addi-
tional concern is that the current data do not allow for
assessing the specific interpersonal mechanism through
which the support was derived. For example, it may be that
perceived face-to-face support is more beneficial as com-
pared to perceived support through online social network-
ing or through a telephone call. This is an important
direction for future research to take, as technological
advances have altered the day-to-day process of interper-
sonal interactions. Finally, the current data do not allow for
the specification of romantic relationship status. Given the
diversity of romantic relationship experiences of college-
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aged youth, it will be important for future research to
assess whether romantic relationship experience, history, or
status relates to perceptions of support.

Implications

Despite these limitations, the current study provides insight
to the crucial role of social support for promoting well-
being during the transition to adulthood. At a time when
youth are reestablishing their roles in family and society,
they may be particularly vulnerable to feelings of loneli-
ness and isolation. The current findings suggest that some
of these concerns, and their links to additional psychosocial
distress, can be mitigated by social support from friends,
reaffirming the important role of friends support in
emerging adults’ adjustment in college (Azmitia et al.
2013). College campuses can respond to this by creating
opportunities that increase the likelihood of students
developing meaningful interpersonal connections with one
another, for example, through efforts such as college-
sponsored peer mentoring programs (e.g., Abe et al. 1998),
social support group intervention programs (e.g., Mattanah
et al. 2010), or group interventions for students who may
present with particular challenges, such as international
moves and acculturation (e.g., Smith and Khawaja 2014).
Participation in clubs and organizations may benefit some
students (Weir and Okun 1989), and there is recent evi-
dence that social connection online (such as connecting
with college friends through Facebook) can facilitate col-
lege students’ social adjustment (Gray et al. 2013). Com-
munity and religious groups can also play a role in the
establishment of social networks among youth by offering
low cost and easily accessible ways to join youth groups,
study groups, and other types of peer networks in students’
new college communities, which may be quite a distance
from their home bases where these community and reli-
gious connections may have already been established. An
additional notable point pertains to the gender moderation
findings, indicating that perceiving low support from
family or friends was particularly deleterious for females.
Thus, especially for those parents having daughters in
college, it is important that they continue to stay connected
with, and make their support available to, their children as
they transition to adulthood. During this time period, there
is still a need for material (e.g., money), advice, and/or
emotional support from families of origin (Arnett 2015b;
Collins and van Dulmen 2006), even though peer rela-
tionships may provide social support that may be more
pivotal for psychosocial adjustment on campus. Finally,
given that our results suggested the particularly advanta-
geous role of friendships as compared to other types of
relationships for both males and females, youth should be
reminded that good friends can still fulfill important



J Youth Adolescence (2016) 45:568-580

577

relationship functions and are associated with well-being
and adjustment, such as higher self-esteem and lower
depression and loneliness (Azmitia et al. 2013; Tanner
2011) and that coupling off romantically is not the only
way to achieve the benefits of emotional intimacy and
companionship.

Conclusion

The college years are an important time of social and
relational transition. Previous studies have documented that
during the late teens and early twenties, youth move away
from primary dependency on their families of origin for
intimacy and companionship, and instead begin to turn to
friends and romantic partners (Arnett 2015a; Meadows
et al. 2006; Tanner 2011). The current study expands on
this research, and demonstrates that the social support
provided by friends during this time acts as a buffer to
some of the negative psychosocial implications of stress.
Moreover, a lack of support from friends and romantic
partners was related to increases in loneliness, further
highlighting the significance of these non-familial rela-
tionships in individual well-being during late adolescence
and the transition to adulthood. Because loneliness may be
at its lifetime peak during the college years (Qualter et al.
2015), these results call attention to the need for increased
programmatic and institutional support for relationship
development and maintenance during these transitional
years. As the current study demonstrates, although there
are multiple paths to fulfilling social needs during the
transition to adulthood, specific sources of support may be
especially beneficial.
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