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across different types of relationships, (ii) attachment and support were
correlated more strongly within the same type of relationship than between
different types of relationships, and (iii) changes in attachment and support
were correlated more strongly within the same type of relationship than
between different types of relationships. Together, these findings clearly
support the first hypothesis of the study that perceptions of both attach-
ment and support would be highly relationship-specific.

Two other results of the present study strengthen this conclusion. First,
the stability of attachment and support was lower than the stability of typi-
cal personality traits, such as the Big Five factors of personality, particularly
for peers. The lower stability of attachment and support could not be
explained by a lower reliability; it prevailed even after the stability correla-
tions were corrected for attenuation. Also, in line with the results by Larose
and Boivin (1998), the stability for parental attachment and support was
higher than the stability for peer attachment and support.

Second, the changes in the mean levels of security of attachment and sup-
port varied between the parental and the peer relationships. Whereas the
peer relationships were perceived as increasingly supportive and secure,
the parental relationships did not show such an increase. The increasing
quality of the peer relationships can be attributed to the fact that the total
number of peer relationships increased strongly during the study (see
Asendorpf & Wilpers, 1998), which offered more opportunities for close
peer relationships.

Third, the individual change scores showed higher correlations between
attachment and support within relationships than between relationships.
Thus, the differential changes in attachment and support were consistent
despite the very different methods of assessment (scale versus network
approach). This finding lends particularly strong support to the view that
the changes in the attachment and support measures reflected changes of
relationship quality rather than measurement error. That personality traits
would show such clear changes over an 18-month period in adulthood
neither fits current conceptualizations of personality as stable individual
tendencies of behaviour, and cognition (e.g., Costa & McCrae, 1994), nor is
consistent with the finding by Asendorpf and Wilpers (1998) that person-
ality traits such as the Big Five were highly stable and completely immune
to relationship change. But that the quality of a close relationship changes
over a period of 18 months during an important life transition where the
participants experienced a major reorganization of their social network is
not surprising.

There was also some evidence for the cross-relationship consistency of
both attachment and support. The highest consistency was found between
the two parental relationships, the lowest between parental and peer
relationships. The consistency between parents and peers was somewhat
higher for the attachment scales than for the support measures. This differ-
ence suggests that the consistency for the attachment scales may be some-
what inflated because categories of relationships rather than particular
relationships were judged.
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All in all, we favour an interpretation of the results that views attach-
ment security and available support as relationship qualities. As other
relationship qualities, the qualities themselves, and the subjective percep-
tion of these qualities in particular are determined by multiple factors,
including stable, relationship-non-specific personality traits of the per-
ceiver. The latter give rise to cross-relationship-consistency. Other sources
of cross-relationship consistency are similarities of the relationship part-
ners’ personality (e.g., shared attitudes and behaviours of mother and
father toward their child). However, these factors only partially determine
the quality of one’s relationships because multiple factors make one’s
relationships different from one another: differences between the relation-
ship partners in terms of their age, sex, and personality, and the unique
interaction history with these persons. In the case of attachment security
and support availability, the factors that make relationships different from
one another dominate those that make them similar, but do not fully sup-
press their effects.

Link between attachment and support within relationships

As expected, perceptions of security of attachment and available support
showed high concurrent correlations within the parental relationships, and
correlations between changes in attachment and support that approached
the reliability of these changes for all types of relationships. These correla-
tions cannot be attributed to an overlap of the content of the items because
none of the attachment items explicitly referred to available support.
Instead, the correlations indicate a strong overlap of the constructs of
attachment and support.

Two reviewers had concerns about item overlap between our attachment
and support measures. The attachment item with the highest similarity to
the support item is probably ‘I am comfortable with depending on X’,
although depending on someone and looking for emotional support in
times of stress are not identical constructs. Our attachment scale rep-
resented, however, multiple aspects of secure and insecure attachment,
such as fear of closeness, dependence, and fear of negative evaluation, and
our consistency findings did not depend on any particular item of the
attachment scale. If any single item was dropped from the scale, the con-
sistency with the support measure decreased only slightly, and this decrease
could be attributed mainly to the lower reliability of the shorter attachment
scale. For example, when the dependence item was dropped, the consis-
tency between attachment and support regarding the mother decreased
from .65 to .61. Taking into account that the reliability of the attachment
scale dropped from .82 to .78, the consistency decreased after correction for
attenuation only from .79 to .78.

Thus, the high similarity between security of attachment and available
support that we found for the relationships with the parents cannot be
attributed to item overlap. Instead, security of attachment and perceptions
of available support seem to overlap at the construct level to a considerable
extent. This overlap is not perfect because the consistency was clearly
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below 1 after correction for attenuation. Future studies are needed that
explore the discriminant validity of security of attachment versus available
support. Because this discriminant validity may vary between different
types of relationships, we suggest that this question is explored relationship
by relationship.

For peers, the concurrent correlations were clearly lower than the
reliability of the attachment and support measures. This may be caused by
a measurement problem rather than to a lower coherence of attachment
and support at the construct level. Because most participants reported
many peers, it is not certain that the participants based their attachment
judgements only on the most supportive relationships (to which the sup-
port measure referred). Thus, there was only partial overlap in the
relationship reference of the attachment and the support measures. This
partial overlap may have suppressed the correlation between attachment
and support. Because of this possibility, the results are not inconsistent
with the hypothesis of a close link between attachment and support also
for peers. Studies where attachment and support are assessed with regard
to one specific peer relationship (e.g., one’s best friend) could settle this
point.

Although linkages between attachment styles and perceived support
have also been found in other empirical studies, attachment and support
referred in these studies to different types of relationships. Blain,
Thompson, and Whiffen (1993) related perceived support from peers and
family to global measures of attachment style, Larose and Boivin (1997)
related attachment to parents to a global measure of perceived support,
which, in turn, was then related to perceived support from a same-sex
friend, and Davis et al. (1998) related global ratings of attachment style to
global and relationship-specific support measures. In these studies, the
relations between attachment and support were less strong than the
relations for the parental relationships in our study. This discrepancy sug-
gests that global judgements and asymmetric approaches with regard to the
level of analysis underestimate the linkage between attachment security
and available support within the same relationships.

Although perceptions of attachment security and available support
appeatr to be closely linked, they should not be identified as identical at the
construct level. We consider available support from a relationship as one
very important, but only one, aspect of a secure relationship. Other aspects
of secure relationships include feelings of closeness and acceptance.
Although these characteristics appear to be empirically linked to support
availability, they are conceptually distinct and can be dissociated in rare
cases (e.g., when a dominant person feels secure with a submissive,
insecure partner).

Continuity of relationships and attachment and support

In the present study, only about half of the relationships at the initial
assessment remained intact over the next 18 months. This high turnover
rate was mainly caused by peer relationships. It cannot be attributed to a
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low reliability of the network questionnaire because all relationships of a
previous assessment were offered as potential relationships for the next
assessment. Thus, the participants had to make an explicit decision to drop
a relationship from their network. This method favours continuity rather
than incontinuity. Instead, the high turnover rate can be attributed to the
fact that this was a study of a serious life transition. All participants entered
the new social world of the university and approximately two-thirds of
them had left their home only recently.

As expected, those who entertained a continuous best friendship
reported more secure attachment and more maximum support for peers.
This difference may be because of two different effects. First, those who
had a highly supportive friend were more motivated to continue this
relationship than those whose friends were less supportive. In this case,
continuity is a consequence of relationship quality. Second, personality fac-
tors might have negatively affected both the relationship quality and the
continuity (e.g., unreliability in social relationships). Both effects may have
coexisted and amplified each other.

Contrary to expectation, discontinuity of all maximally supportive peer
relationships at the beginning of the study was not associated with a
decreasing maximum in attachment and support. It seems that most of the
participants who lost or terminated supportive friendships engaged in new,
equally supportive ones. This is less surprising when one considers the fact
that 54% of the romantic partners at the end of the study were not part of
the network 18 months before and that this was the case even for 72% of
the opposite-sex peers. Thus, students engaged in many new relationships
that offered enough opportunities for new best friendships when old ones
were dissolved.

Problems and limitations

The high turnover rate of peer relationships in this study may not be gen-
eralized to older adult samples. The analyses of the effects of discontinuity
suggest, however, that a higher turnover of relationships does not decrease
the stability of perceptions of attachment and support because terminated
supportive relationships can be replaced by new supportive relationships.
In addition, the stability of perceived support even for continuous best
friends was only moderately high. Thus, the low continuity of the peer
relationships does not seem to threaten the generalizability of the findings
on stability and on the consistency of the change in attachment and sup-
port.

The results on the consistency between the perceptions of attachment
and support for peers are limited by the fact that these perceptions prob-
ably refer to only partly overlapping relationships; therefore, the consis-
tencies for the peer relationships are probably underestimated. This
problem does not, however, affect the results for the parental relationships,
the cross-relationship consistencies of attachment and support, and the
continuity and stability findings.

Our one-item measure of support does not cover all aspects of support
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such as the social provisions discussed by Weiss (1974). However, this does
not seem to be a serious limitation for our interindividual analyses because
different aspects of support are highly correlated (e.g., the high correlations
reported by Davis et al., 1998). If the reliability is acceptable, as in the pres-
ent study, it is more efficient to assess only one aspect of support, particu-
larly if participants are asked to judge support from many particular
relationships.

This study has relied on direct ratings of attachment and available sup-
port that are susceptible to defensive self-presentation tendencies of the
participants. Alternatively, interview-based procedures such as the Adult
Attachment Interview (Main & Goldwin, 1994) may undermine these ten-
dencies. However, it seems practically impossible to study attachment to
more than one or two different attachment figures in one study because of
the extremely costly procedure in terms of participants’ and researchers’
time.

The problem that both attachment and support were rated by the same
persons, resulting in shared method variance, was limited in the present
study by the fact that attachment and support were assessed through dif-
ferent procedures (a traditional scale approach that suggests comparisons
between persons versus a network approach that suggests comparisons
between relationships). Even more convincing would be a replication of the
core findings on stability and relationship specificity through interview pro-
cedures, or direct testing of the relationship representation through prim-
ing procedures. In contrast, we are sceptical about acquaintance ratings of
attachment security or perceived support because these intrinsically sub-
jective constructs are not fully transparent to acquaintances, including the
relationship partners.

Implications for research on attachment

The present study yields three implications for research on adult attach-
ment. First, it seems useful to conceptualize, and study empirically, attach-
ment styles as qualities of relationships rather than personality (see also the
conclusions of Baldwin et al., 1996). One consequence is to apply instru-
ments, such as the prototype ratings by Hazan and Shaver (1987) and
Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991), or the attachment scales by Collins and
Read (1990), in a relationship-specific format. Thus, from each original
instrument, a family of relationship-specific instruments can be derived.
Recent studies increasingly use this approach (e.g., Collins, 1996; Scharfe &
Bartholomew, 1994; Trinke & Bartholomew, 1997).

A second consequence would be that researchers refrain from conduct-
ing factor analyses of pools of items with heterogeneous or unknown
relationship reference (e.g., Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1996). Instead, the
structure of attachment styles should be investigated relationship type by
relationship type because the possibility cannot be excluded a priori that
this structure varies across different types of relationships.

A third implication for research on adults’ attachment is that researchers
should pay more attention to the change of attachment styles over time.
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How do attachment styles typically change over the course of a close
relationship, from its early phases until its dissolution? Do the correlates of
attachment styles vary with such relationship phases? Is there transfer
from attachment in one relationship to the next when the earlier is dis-
solved (e.g., stepparents, new best friends, remarriage)? What are the
antecedents and consequences of changes in attachment in a particular
type of relationship? These questions about the dynamics of attachment
styles within types of relationships have rarely been studied (but, see
Baldwin & Fehr, 1995).

Implications for reseach on social support

The present study also has two implications for research on social support.
First, it seems useful to conceptualize, and study empirically, perceived
available support as a quality of relationships rather than personality (see
also Pierce et al., 1991, and Brock, Sarason, Sarason, & Pierce, 1996). Often
it is assumed in studies of support that different supportive relationships
are interchangeable: if the spouse is unwilling, turn to a good friend. In the
rare cases where available support from different types of relationships has
been studied, the results did not support interchangeability. For example,
Stroebe, Stroebe, Abakoumkin, and Schut (1996) found that the support
from one’s spouse cannot be replaced easily by other relationships after the
spouse’s death, and van Aken and Asendorpf (1997) reported that, for chil-
dren, lack of support from the parents could not be compensated by sup-
portive peer relationships and vice versa. It seems that different types of
close relationships fulfill different support functions. Therefore, they
should not be pooled in studies of support.

Second, the study confirmed more recent views in stress research that
perceived available support is less stable over longer test-retest intervals
than assumed by Sarason et al. (1990). The lower stability can be attributed
to the fact that available support is not only an antecedent, but also a con-
sequence of external stress (e.g., Lepore, Evans, & Schneider, 1991; Norris
& Kaniasty, 1996). Similarly, a low stability of available support from a
relationship may be studied as a consequence of problems within the
relationship that, in turn, often arise from external life stresses or threats to
the relationship.
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