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Close Relationships across the Life Span: Toward
a Theory of Relationship Types

Keiko Takahashi

In this chapter I discuss how to conceptualize and study individual pat-
terns of close relationships consisting of multiple significant others. The
discussion consists of three parts. First, I review previous research on close
relationships to clarify which aspects of social relationships have already
been studied and which have not been fully understood. Then I use the
affective relationships model to examine how the important, but not suf-
ficiently studied, aspects of social relationships from young childhood to
old age can be conceptualized. Finally, I discuss the effectiveness of the
typological analysis of this model and future directions of this research.

THE NATURE OF CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

From the time they are born into society, humans are exposed to a variety
of social relationships, and are naturally directed toward having interac-
tions with multiple significant others for their survival, safety, and well-
being. However, most researchers have focused on dyadic relationships,
such as with the mother in infancy (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall,
1978; Bretherton & Waters, 1985; Cassidy & Shaver, 1999; Kobak & Hazan,
1991), with a friend in childhood (Dodge, Pettit, McClasky, & Brown, 1986;
Jones & Vaughan, 1990; Parker & Gottman, 1989; Urberg, Degirmencioglu,
Tolson, & Halliday-Scher, 1995), and with a romantic partner in adolescence
and adulthood (Hazen & Shaver, 1987, 1990; Shaver, Hazen, & Bradshaw,
1988).

In the last few decades, some researchers have moved beyond this tra-
ditional dyadic paradigm and asserted that each individual, from infancy
to old age, of both genders, and in every culture, has social relationships
consisting of multiple significant others, including their parents, siblings,
spouse, children, relatives, peers, friends and others who are close to them
(Belle, 1989; Hinde, 1981; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980; Lang & Carstensen,
1994; Lewis, 1982, 1984; Pierce, Sarason, & Sarason, 1996; Takahashi, 1974,
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1990a). If we accept the fact that each person has multiple significant others
concurrently, we can reasonably extract at least the following three assump-
tions regarding social relationships: (1) individuals assign different social
roles to each of the multiple figures; (2) individuals have their own repre-
sentation of the framework of social relationships consisting of the multi-
ple social figures; and (3) because individuals select appropriate figures for
themselves, there must be individual patterns of the internal framework
of social relationships. In the section that follows, we will briefly review
to what extent these three assumptions of social relationships have been
examined by theories and the empirical evidence.

Articulations of Psychological Functions among Multiple
Significant Others

The main goals of having close relationships are to maintain one’s survival
and feeling of safety, and to enhance one’s well-being. In conceptualiz-
ing close relationships, researchers have differentiated several sub-goals
in terms of functions following Murray’s need functions (Lewis, 1982), the
key elements of interpersonal transactions (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980), or
the categories of relational provisions (Weiss, 1974) through which peo-
ple achieve their main goals. In addition, researchers have assumed that
the psychological functions are assigned to multiple significant figures
differently.

If welook at the matter from a different angle, it is assumed that, because
of these functional differentiations among figures, a person is able to pos-
sess multiple relationships simultaneously. When we consider the mental
cost, the distribution of psychological functions among limited numbers
of significant others is essential to insure that there will be appropriate and
available figures for every expected situation. When a person attaches to
only one figure or attaches to everybody, he or she may be overly depen-
dent on or easily influenced by the others accordingly, and this will impair
his or her ability to live as an autonomous adult. Thus, it is necessary
to describe the whole relationship profile for an individual, in which the
psychological functions of each figure must be related to or vary with the
assignments of functions of other figures. We should treat all the figures
as a related whole in each individual’s set of social relationships. In other
words, we should conceptualize social relationships by considering both
psychological functions and social figures.

There have been the following innovations that promote the concep-
tualization of multiple social relationships. In studies using a rubric of
social support networks, researchers have delineated various categories
of social support, such as emotional, informational, and instrumental, and
found that many different people supply social support to the recipient
in a manner that is cooperative and in which the supporters compensate
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for each other (Barrera, 1986; Barrera & Ainslay, 1983; Hinde, 1981; Rook,
1987; Weiss, 1974).

Lewis and his colleagues (Feiring & Lewis, 1989, 1991; Lewis, 1982;
Lewis & Feiring, 1979) viewed a social space as consisting of many people
who fulfill many kinds of social functions. They defined various functions
as important; for example, for infants, protection, caregiving, feeding, play,
exploration/learning, and social control are considered important. Given
these categories, they proposed to describe the entire social map of a child
in terms of a matrix of figure by function: a large lattice on which the Y axis
represents an array of figures and the X axis represents a variety of psycho-
logical functions. Studies applying this device successfully indicated that
each child has a variety of social figures that fulfill different psychological
functions.

Antonucci and her colleagues conceptualized social relationships as
individuals’ hierarchical social support networks, using the image of
a convoy that surrounds a person over time, in which supporters are
distinguished by the degree of importance they have to the individual
(Antonucci, 1985; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980). Specifically, these investiga-
tors first asked their subjects to map important persons in their lives and
to classify them into three concentric circles. Each of the circles was consid-
ered to represent a different level of importance to the target person. They
then interviewed the subjects as to the functions provided by the desig-
nated figures. Their (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; Antonucci, Fuhrer, &
Dartigues, 1997; Antonucci & Jackson, 1987) and others’ studies (Lang &
Carstensen, 1994; Lang, Staudinger, & Carstensen, 1998; Levitt, Guacci-
Franco, & Levitt, 1993; Levitt, Weber, & Guacci, 1993) revealed features of
social relationships more clearly than had previous conventional research.
They found that adults nominated eight or nine figures on average and, of
these, three or four were placed into the inner circle of people who provided
higher proportions of all kinds of support, such as confiding, reassurance,
respect, care when sick, and talk when upset, whereas the middle-circle
figures provided respect and care when sick, and outer-circle members
only provided respect (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). This sophisticated
research has clearly indicated the existence of the articulations of psycho-
logical functions among significant others.

Internal Framework of Close Relationships

It is well documented that humans as young as toddlers have the ability
to construct and use mental models that serve to interpret immediate sit-
uations, and to select or plan actual and appropriate behaviors in a given
context (Bowlby, 1969/1982, 1973, 1980; Bretherton, 1993; Nelson, 1986;
Piaget, 1954; Schank & Abelson, 1977). Because of this ability, it is reason-
ably assumed that social interactions and relationships are nof synonymous
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(Lewis, 1982). We can observe social interactions, but such observation does
not necessarily lead to the understanding of close relationships as an in-
tegrated system. For this we must somehow access the mental models of
social relationships.

Some researchers have posited such mental models of social rela-
tionships as relational schema (Baldwin, 1992; Yee, Santoro, Paul, &
Rosenbaum, 1996), attachment style (Davila, Burge, & Hammen, 1997;
Hazan & Shaver, 1987, 1990; Scharfe & Bartholomew, 1994), or trust
(Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). Most typical theoretical innovations
in the mental models of social relationships may be identified in the at-
tachment theory, although this theory primarily concerns the mother-
child, dyadic relationship. These researchers have extended the attachment
theory beyond toddlerhood by “a move to the level of representation”
(Bretherton, 1985; Main, 1994; Main, Kaplan, & Cassidy, 1985), based on
the internal working model proposed by Bowlby (1969/1982, 1973, 1980).
They extend the theory by focusing on mental representations of the “cur-
rent state of mind with respect to attachment experiences,” mainly with
the mother in childhood (e.g., George, Kaplan, & Main, 1996; Hesse, 1999;
Main & Goldwyn, 1998). These devices suggest that we can conceptualize
social relationships as representations of actual interactive relationships.

The internal framework provides us not only with the experiences of
social figures but also with beliefs about how each figure fulfills each
function, by considering what the figure thinks of us and how the figure
will respond, in other words, beliefs that come from inferring the figure’s
mind. Thus, we can hypothesize that the representational framework of
close relationships controls the everyday social interactions of each per-
son, although the representations are influenced and changed by the actual
interactions.

Individual Patterns of Close Relationships

As individuals select appropriate figures for themselves and assign one
or more psychological functions to each of them, it is assumed that there
are individual differences in the configurations of a person’s framework of
close relationships. Some innovative researchers have proposed ways to
summarize the detailed information gained from their interviewees about
their relationships, beyond the conventional descriptions of normative
tendencies.

For example, Antonucci and her colleagues have proposed the total
network size or the composition of a network (family vs. friends ratio)
as indicators of individual differences in social relationships (Antonucci,
Fuhrer, & Dartigues, 1997). Wenger (1991, 1996) and Litwin (2000, 2001)
have identified individual network types among elderly citizens based
on the frequency of contact with children, friends, or neighbors and their
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attendance of social activities. Although a quantitative summary of social
frameworks is convenient, its use might result in the loss of the essential na-
ture of social relationships represented by the relationship between figures
and functions. I believe that indicators based on the quantitative aspects
of social relationships are too general and abstract to depict the complexly
organized representational framework. Rather, the unique nature of the
social relationships of each individual needs to be condensed.

CONCEPTUALIZATION OF CLOSE RELATIONSHIPS

As thus far reviewed, the three assumptions about close relationships
have been partly examined and embodied in the recent innovative re-
search described above. The most critical problem that now confronts us
is how densely to describe how figures and functions are related to each
other in each individual’s personal network. In other words, we must take
into account the outstanding qualitative characteristics of the individual
framework, which consists of multiple figures among which psychological
functions are shared, articulated, and divided. At the same time, the de-
tailed, qualitative descriptions of individuals should be categorizable into
groups or types for the purpose of understanding general rules in social
relationships.

Next, I will discuss the affective relationships model (Takahashi, 1973,
1986, 1990a; Takahashi & Sakamoto, 2000) as an example of an attempt
to integrate all three of the assumptions together into one model. This
model was constructed in Japan and has been applied not only among
the Japanese but also among other Eastern and Western participants (Heo,
2000; Levitt, 2001; Shulman & Scharf, 2000; Takahashi, Ohara, Antonucci,
& Akiyama, in press).

Affective Relationships Model

The notion of affective relationships focuses on the core and relatively sta-
ble close relationships that are assumed to be important for the survival
and well-being of human beings. The affective relationships are defined
as those interpersonal relationships that satisfy our needs for emotional
interactions with significant others; they include the need for emotional
support, exchanging warm attention, and giving nurture. Thus, the affec-
tive relationships include a variety of intimate relationships that have been
studied under such rubrics as attachment, trust, love, close relationships,
and romantic relationships. Because previous research has indicated that
purely instrumental supports, such as financial supports and those that
provide help in urgent situations, are sometimes unaccompanied by any
positive affection (e.g., lida, 2000; Takahashi & Ohara, 1997), these kinds
of support are excluded.
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The affective relationships model allows us to conceptualize the impor-
tant features of close relationships that have been identified only partially
by previous research as stated above. More specifically, the following three
features characterize the framework of affective relationships in this model.

1. The framework consists of multiple figures that have been chosen by
each individual, who assigns to them each of the psychological functions.
We can distinguish a variety of psychological functions, from the critical
(e.g., asking for emotional support) to the peripheral (e.g., sharing emo-
tional experiences and information) that provide support for an individ-
ual’s survival and well-being; these figures and functions have been iden-
tified in previous studies (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985; Furman, Simon,
Shaffer, & Bouchey, 2002; Kahn & Antonucci, 1980; Weiss, 1974).

2. The framework has a clear hierarchical structure, as in the convoy
model (Kahn & Antonucci, 1980). That is, there are focal figures that sat-
isfy almost all of the psychological functions, and provide the scaffolding
of being for each person by fulfilling the most critical functions. In addition
to the focal figures, there is a limited but sufficient number of significant
others to satisfy a variety of psychological functions for a stable and au-
tonomous life, so that the focal figures’ influence could be reduced by the
influence of the others. This structured framework serves to construe the
core and relatively stable social relationships. However, it is also assumed
that the framework will be transformed through encounters with new and
appropriate figures, the loss of figures by separation or death, aging, or
development. Thus, it is reasonably hypothesized that each person contin-
uously constructs and reconstructs her or his own framework of affective
relationships throughout life.

3. There are individual differences in frameworks, because each person
chooses the figures that are most appropriate and available to them to
fulfill each of the functions. To highlight these individualities, it is useful to
evaluate the importance of a limited number of significant others, in light of
their roles in providing a few generally important psycholo gical functions.
To summarize the individual nature of social relationships that is captured
by these figure-function pairs, we adopt typological classifications. The
typological analysis falls midway between case descriptions of individuals
and normative descriptions of groups. Such conventional analyses of social
relationships are not always appropriate: the former is too concrete and the
latter lures us into missing individualities. In the affective relationships
model, we use typology and tentatively discern types of frameworks.

Measuring Affective Relationships

The Affective Relationships Scale (ARS). To better define the affective re-
lationships model, a new self-report type of assessment instrument, the
Affective Relationships Scale (ARS), was proposed (Takahashi, 1974, 1990a;
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Takahashi & Sakamoto, 2000). The ARS is constructed to assess subjective
representations of close relationships as a complex set of figure-function
pairs, using the same set of questions to ask about supposedly major social
figures.

More concretely, the ARS describes multiple close relationships in terms
of representations of multiple interpersonal relationships. The ARS re-
quires a subject to give separate ratings on the same set of items, which
describes each of six psychological functions. That is, the ARS consists
of statements describing concrete affective behaviors that are grouped ac-
cording to the following six functions: (1) seeking proximity; (2) receiving
emotional support; (3) receiving reassurance for behavior and/or being;
(4) receiving encouragement and help; (5) sharing information and experi-
ence; and (6) giving nurture. Participants are asked to give separate ratings
of the 12 items (i.e., 6 functions x 2 items), as shown in Table 6.1, for each
of their five to eight figures using a five-point scale from 5 (I agree) to
1 (Ldisagree). The figures are selected from several social categories based
on preliminary studies identifying the most important persons for adults.
In most cases, participants are asked to rate the mother, the father, the
closest sibling, the closest same-gender friend, the most favored opposite-
gender friend or romantic partner, and a respected person, in that order.
For married people, the spouse (instead of a romantic partner) and the clos-
est child are included. Thus, the ARS can be flexibly adjusted to different
populations by including or excluding figures, depending on the respon-
dents’ social and societal conditions and the aims of the research. The ARS
is designed to yield two kinds of score: the total score for all twelve items

TABLE 6.1. Items of the Affective Relationships Scale

The first series of statements are about your relationship with your mother. For
each of the statements, please choose one of the alternatives that best describes
how much you agree. (Alternatives and score: 5, Agree; 4, Agree somewhat; 3,
Neither agree nor disagree; 2, Disagree somewhat; or 1, Disagree.)

1. I would like to be emotionally supported by my mother.

2. I would miss my mother if she were away.

3.1 would like to be with my mother when I feel sad.

4.1 would like to be understood by my mother when I have a hard time.

5.1 would like my mother and me to share our difficulties.

6.1 would like to encourage my mother when she has difficulties.

7.1 would like to be with my mother when I need a boost in my self-confidence.

8.1 would like my mother and me to share each other’s happiness.

9. I would like to be encouraged by my mother when I do something.
10. I would like to be with my mother if possible.
11. I would like my mother to agree with me if I am doing the right thing.
12. I would like my mother to ask me to help when she has difficulties.
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for each major figure, and a set of subscores for each of the six functions
for each figure. The former reflects the strength of the subject’s need for

affective behaviors from each figure, and the latter the major functions of
that figure.

The Picture Affective Relationships Test (PART). For subjects who have
difficulty responding to the ARS, that is, young children, elementary
schoolchildren, and very elderly people, a series of picture-type instru-
ments (the Picture Affective Relationships Test, PART) was constructed
based on the affective relationships model. The PART consists of two sets
of eighteen cards, one for females and one for males. Each card illustrates a
daily life situation in which affective behaviors toward another person may
be induced. As shown in Figure 6.1, each pair of cards depicts imaginary
situations representing each of the same six functions that are in the ARS.
During the test session, a subject is instructed to suppose the major figure
in the picture was her or himself, then is shown each card and asked to an-
swer the question pertaining to each picture with the name of a person and
that person’s relationship to the subject (Takahashi, 1978/2000; Takahashi,
2002). Thus, using both the ARS and the PART, we can assess affective re-
lationships over the course of life, from young children to elderly people,
based on the same theory.

Affective Relationships Types: Condensing the Individual Patterns of Re-
lationships Described by the ARS and the PART. To condense the rich
information obtained for each individual by the ARS or the PART, we
have proposed typological classifications as intermediate descriptions of
the data between live case depictions and normative summaries of the
whole data, because previous findings suggest that there are three groups
of people. First, previous studies indicate that one group of individuals
includes people who are dominantly concerned with family members and
another group includes people who are more concerned with nonfam-
ily members (Antonucci, Fuhrer, & Dartigues, 1997; Litwin, 2000, 2001;
Wenger, 1991, 1996). The former conventionally includes the natural fam-
ily members, i.e., parents, siblings, and children, and the latter typically
includes friends of both genders. In fact, correlations of the ARS scores for
the various figures indicated that the s among either family or nonfamily
members were significantly greater than those between family and non-
family members (Takahashi & Sakamoto, 2000; Takahashi et al., in press).
Moreover, for instance, college students who gave the highest ARS scores
for the mother reported that they had no friends of the opposite gender, in
contrast to their friend-dominant type counterparts who reported having
active interactions with friends including romantic partners (Takahashi,
1974, 1986). However, the differentiation of family members from out-
siders will depend on one’s subjective definitions of “family.” In particular,
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“If you got hurt, who would you want to be with?”
(A card for girls)

“If something pleasant happened to you, who would you
like to share it with?” (A card for boys)

11

FIGURE 6.1. Sample Cards of the PART for Young Children.

the classification of romantic partners or the spouse into the family or
nonfamily cluster will be arbitrary. A romantic partner is initially consid-
ered a nonfamily member, but will often, but not always, be considered a
family member after marriage. For the sake of convenience, we will clas-
sify the romantic partner as a family member among married participants
hereafter.

In addition to the above-mentioned people who are interested in others,
a third group is made up of persons who are not very interested in other
human beings. Members of this group have been identified in the previous






