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Abstract

Social scientists have repeatedly observed the importance of friendship. However, existing
empirical studies of friendship often present it as a static phenomenon. A welcome
development is marked by a special issue in this journal. This paper discusses the dynamics
of friendships using data from the British Household Panel Study. How important are life
events such as getting a new job in changing one’s best friend? Given the enduring
importance of social class, how stable are friendship patterns of different social class? I use a
random effect model to control for unobserved heterogeneity. Dynamics of friendships in
contemporary Britain are characterised by flux and stability. The magnitude of year to year
change is remarkable; about one in five people change best friends. Yet, stability is also
notable, about 6 percent keep the same best friend over more than a decade. There are clear
gender and class effects on dynamics. Strength of ties as measured by rank of closest friends
also reflects susceptibility to change. Demographic effects on dynamics such as marriage
have larger effects than geographic or labour market effects such as moving residence or
changing jobs, respectively.
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1 Introduction

Scholars have repeatedly observed on the importance of friendship. Giddens
(1990) for instance marks the transformation of friendship as one characteristic
which distinguishes radical or heightened modernity from previous forms of
modernity. Pahl (2000) uses a metaphor of ‘social convoys’ to describe changing
groups of friends through one’s life course. Borrowing the metaphor from
Antonucci (see Kahn and Antonucci, 1980 and Antonucci and Akiyama, 1995)
and a related concept of “personal communities” from Wellman (see its genesis in
Wellman, 1979) Pahl reaffirms the importance of friendship in people’s lives.
Despite its importance, however, systematic empirical studies of changing
friendship in the UK are hard to come by. Pahl and Spencer (2004 :204) also made
the same observation. Graham Allan, one of the few British sociologists who has
sustained an interest in this subject (see e.g. Allan, 1996 and Adams and Allan,
1998), observed that ‘neither friendship nor kinship has been studied very
extensively by sociologists, in line with the relative unimportance attached to
personal relationships generally within the discipline” (Allan, 1996 :3).

However, growing interests in adolescence on the one hand, and aging on the
other, have created an often tangential interest in changing friendship. Though, it
is obvious that between adolescence and old age friends do not suddenly
disappear. Likewise, the huge literature on social capital often touches on issues
of friendship (see e.g. Warde and Tampubolon 2002 and Li et al. 2003). However,
being instrumental to social capital, issues of the dynamics of friendship are not
the focus in this literature. The paucity of systematic studies of friendship across
all age groups is remarkable; as Allan urged, more study of friendship in the
context of the UK is needed. This, he argued, is because studies based on other
cultures, e.g. American or French, obviously needed qualification (Allan 1996
:84ff).

In sum, very often sociological studies present friendship as a static phe-
nomenon; something that has always been there with individuals and will
remain when researchers leave the scene. (Methodological studies however are
beginning to address this by building on micromotives for choices of changing
friendships. An excellent example in this vein is Tom Snijder’s works e.g.
Snijders (2001)). This static view is perhaps understandable. Current theories
often emphasise the moral and enduring core of friendship in their invocation of
trust as the foundation of these particular relationships (Giddens 1990 :117121;
Pahl, 2000 Chapter 2). After all, ‘friends stick together’ and ‘friends remain
through thick and thin’.



Friends do fall out however and friendship does wither. As Bidart and Degenne
(2005 :3) put it, friendships,

have a history that shows how the relationship between context and behaviour
changes over time. Each friendship network is the result of a process of
construction and recomposition that takes place over time. This process is
responsible for the form of the friendship network as a result of the addition,
disappearance, breaking or formation of friendship ties.

To the best of my knowledge, there has not been any published large scale,
systematic studies of changing friendship in the UK. The respectable collection
edited by Adams and Allan (1998) is typical in the sense that the empirical
studies included are based on small scale case studies. For instance, Harrison
(1998) studied twenty two married, white, middleclass women under the age of
forty. The most recent study (Pahl and Spencer, 2004) was based on interviews
with 60 respondents.

These empirical case studies point to the importance of various events and fac-
tors that shape changes in peoples’ friendship over time. For instance, Bidart and
Lavenu (2005) and Degenne and Lebeaux (2005) are both based on following the
same cohort of 66 young people living originally in Normandy over three visits
in 6 years. They explore various life events (e.g. changing or getting a job) and
network and personal characteristics that determine the evolution of friendships.
Using their findings as sources of hypotheses, as they suggested, we therefore
need a large scale, systematic study to trace the effects of these life events and
social characteristics in another time and place.

This study attempts to enrich our understanding of the important process of
friendship by looking at factors that affects people’s changing friendships. I ask a
series of questions, including: How important are life events such as getting a
new job in changing one’s choice of best friend? Given that social class is still one
of the major cleavages in Britain, how stable are friendship patterns of different
social class?

In addressing these questions, this study makes a number of contributions. First,
this is the first large scale empirical study of changes in friendship in the UK.
Second, this study employs a generalised linear mixed model. This model allows
for control of unobserved heterogeneity in estimating the effects of different
factors on the likelihood to change friends. Take the case of estimating the effect
of changing one’s job on the likelihood of changing one’s friends. It is plausible
that changing job might lead to changing friends. New people are met in the new



job. This encounter may then lead to friendship. However, imagine the case
where some one has difficulty in holding a stable job caused by a particular
personality or trait. The trait also predisposes the individual to have unstable
relationships. Therefore, we are likely to observe a positive correlation between
changing jobs and changing friendship. Clearly, however, this correlation is
spurious. This is an instance where unobserved heterogeneity causes inferential
problem. Once this unobserved trait is included or controlled for in the analysis,
we get closer to the true correlation between changing jobs and changing
friendship. In order to do this, this paper uses generalised linear mixed model
which include a random effect to capture individual unobserved heterogeneity.
Estimation is done in Stata version 9 (StataCorp, 2005).

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief account
of empirical studies of changes in friendship. Section 3 outlines the model and
the data. Section 4 presents the results on who changes their friends and why.
Section 5 provides some concluding comments.

2 Changes in contemporary friendships

Notwithstanding influential contemporary theorising of change in the character
of friendship in current modernity (Giddens, 1990; Pahl 2000) not many
empirical studies exist on this defining character of modernity. After all, if
current modernity is very much marked by the new character of friendship one
can expect it to be prevalent, felt in every day life and observable in large scale.
All empirical studies reviewed in this section are conducted on a small highly
selected sample of respondents (6680) for various reasons. This sample
characteristic perhaps reflects the focus of the investigations and the amount of
resources needed for this kind of investigation. These limitations have been
observed repeatedly (Marsden 1990).

Based on recent study in Britain, Pahl and Spencer (2004) suggested six types of
‘personal communities” which are given in Table 1. They defined this typology of
personal communities (following Wellman, 1979; Kahn and Antonucci, 1980; and
Antonucci and Akiyama, 1995) along four axes:

e who occupies the central position in terms of friends or kin,

e the proportion of friends and kin in the composition,

e the kinds and intensity of interaction with friends or kin which they have
called friendship repertoires and others have called multiplexity and
strength (see e.g. Warde et al, 2005),

e and modes of change in the evolution of friendship.



Figure 1. Typology of personal communities (Source Pahl and Spencer 2004 :

210)

Pattern Friend-like Friend- Family-like Family- Partner- Professional-
enveloped dependent dependent dependent
Who's in the Friends in Family, not friends, in centre Partner or Professional
centre? centre, with partner & in centre
close family family in
centre
Kin? Friends outnumber family Family outnumber friends Varies (but small)
Repertoire or Broad or focal repertoire Focal or Basic repertoire
multiplexity? intense
repertoire
Mode? Evolving Evolving or All modes Bounded mode
mode ruptured mode

Pahl and Spencer (2004) is perhaps a very promising attempt to bring various
strands of ideas together in understanding the patterning of friendships.
Furthermore, the apparently simple defining characteristics of the patterns are
put to such good use. However, one weakness stems from the omission of
gender as one of the axes despite the abundance of theory and evidence on its
significance for friendship. I return to this later but see also Allan (1996) and
Adams and Allan (1998).

Personal communities emerge as the association between local space and com-
munity is weakened. Giddens (1990 :117) for instance claims, ‘in the sense of an
embedded affinity to place, “community” has indeed largely been destroyed’. In
parallel, kinship or family of fate is also increasingly replaced by family of choice
(Giddens 1990 :117, Pahl and Spencer 2004).

However, friendships as the constituents of personal communities are very much
stratified by gender for at least two reasons. First, the nature or use of friendship
by men and women is different. Men view friendship perhaps more often
instrumentally whereas women view it more affirmatively. These are not polar
opposites, merely points of emphasis. Second, there are different opportunities to
exercise choice in friendships due to the different opportunities available in
different spheres of life such as the labour market. It is known that the labour
market often treats men and women differently, for instance in terms of career
opportunities or types of job.

Two implications follow in relation to Pahl and Spencer’s typology. First, it is
quite conceivable that the typologies would be different had gender effect been




taken into account. The effect of this stratification has often been observed
empirically (Allan, 1996; Adams and Allan, 1998). Second, local places may have
become irrelevant as loci for friendship which might explain the absence of place
in the typology. But has local place indeed been destroyed as a locus for close
friendship? (In a separate article, I have investigated this issue in the context of
modern Britain further.)

Having discussed a typology of friendships, I now move on to discuss a study
that focus on changes of friendships among a group of young people. Bidart and
Lavenu (2005) drew from a qualitative survey of a panel of 66 young people (age
17 to 23) living originally in Normandy, France who were followed from 1995 to
2001. They were interviewed once every three years during this period, giving
three waves of interviews, on subjects related to various life contexts such as
studies, work, leisure activities, family, neighbours, etc. Information about their
personal networks in those contexts were also collected, including their
perception of quality of ties in those networks. These procedures were a
precursor to in depth interviews in which personal and relational changes were
discussed. No indication of the variation of the length of interviews was given in
the account.

In aiming to answer questions about life events that are likely to influence
changes in personal networks in individual ties, Bidart and Lavenu (2005)
identified various trajectories of change and some significant life events. They
identified that demographic life events such as birth, marriage/cohabiting and
death are significant. Events in the labour market are also important such as
being made redundant or entering the labour market for the first time, which
closely coincided with leaving school for most of the respondents. They also
found that geographical mobility and health problems influence changes in
personal networks. We are also told about the effect of social class and education
in opening up opportunities for making different kinds of friends and that these
have an effect on the trajectories of friendship network changes.

This study gives us vivid trajectories of personal network changes. However, it is
of course limited in terms of sampling (Marsden 1990), geography and
demography. Heeding Allan’s (1996 : 84) exhortation, one should be cautious in
reading what happens in other cultures or geographies. It is also reasonable to
suggest that some of the findings need to be modified when we are trying to
understand other demographic group such as the aged.



Having provided an account of the motivations for the need to complement
extant studies of friendship with large scale study, I then identified stratification
effects on and instrumental use of friendships. Some life events that could lead to
changes in friendships have also been mentioned. Let us now turn to a method of
estimation that is able to capture these effects.

3 Modelling changing friendship

3.1 Generalised linear mixed model (GLMM)

GLLM is an extension of the generalised linear model (GLM) framework (Nelder
and Wedderburn, 1972; Wedderburn, 1974) where an individual random effect is
included to capture unobserved heterogeneity. In terms of GLM, the link
function is logit, the distribution of the response given the covariates and
individual random effects is Bernoulli and the linear predictor, in this extension,
contains an individual random effects 1i. As many have observed, it is appealing
to model unobserved heterogeneity in the same way as observed heterogeneity
(Xs) by simply adding the random effect as above to the linear predictor (Rabe-
Hesketh and Skrondal, 2005, among others). The individual random effect then
captures all time invariant individual factors that might affect the relationship
between the covariates and the propensity to change friends.

3.2 Aspects of unobserved heterogeneity

The time invariant individual heterogeneity is employed in testing implications
derived from Giddens’ (1990) theory on friendship. But let us begin by exploring
why unobserved individual heterogeneity matters in general. In the introduction
I mention the possibility of unobserved individual traits which might mediate
the relation between changing jobs and changing friendship. In order to deal
with this particular case, and other cases of unobserved heterogeneity, an
inclusion of individual random effects is warranted. However, that motivating
case may appear contrived to some. Below I discuss an insightful example from a
qualitative panel study that illustrated unobserved individual heterogeneity.
Bidart and Lavenu (2005) followed 66 young people in the area of Normandy,
France, from 1995 to 2001. Among other things, the researchers were interested
in the changes in the friendship networks of these young people and the events
marking their entry into adult life. Bidart and Lavenu (2005 :1) presented a series
of cases of the evolution of individual friendship networks. One particular case is
worth quoting verbatim (Bidart and Lavenu, 2005 :67; my emphasis):



Here, we may single out the trajectory of Rose, who had been working since
the end of the training scheme where we had found her at the outset. In her
case, employment was above all a way of escaping her social situation as the
daughter of Polish immigrants enduring hard family problems. For her,
having a job was the priority. She ‘slaved away’ at the beginning of the period,
going from training schemes to undeclared jobs. Her network expanded,
however, due to relationships made in her first jobs into which she put a great
deal even if they hardly seemed status enhancing. In wave 3, the new
relationships were made mainly at the young workers” residence where Rose
lived. Her trajectory demonstrates her will to get somewhere in life and benefit
from all the circles she entered, especially in terms of personal relationships.
Her network went up from 11 ties in wave 1 to 19 in wave 2 and 29 in wave 3,
including 8 stemming from her work context.

Here, the observed relationship between changing jobs and changing friendships
demonstrably depends on ‘her will to get somewhere in life and benefit from all
the circles she entered’. This case illustrates two important points;
methodological and theoretical, respectively. First, the observed relation between
changing jobs and changing friendships depends on unobserved heterogeneity
which in this case ‘her will to get somewhere in life’, which in turn stems from
her “social situation as second generation immigrant’. To emphasize, this calls for
inclusion of individual random effects to account for this underlying factor.
Second, it is intensely present in the account that changing friendship is hardly
the celebrated case of friendship as the ultimate expression of personal choice:
‘she wills to get somewhere in life to escape her social situation and benefit from
all the circles she entered’. Friendships therefore must also be understood as
instrumental and socially stratified; both points sit quite uncomfortably with
recent theorizing about friendship (see e.g. Giddens, 1990 :114124 on the
transformation of intimacy in current modernity; Pahl, 2000 Chapter 2 on
Friendship, Modernity and Trust; Stewart et al. 1980 quoted in Li et al. 2003
paragraph 2.9).

Friendship, in current theories, is predominantly understood as manifested in a
drive towards self-actualisation and guided by mutual self-disclosure (Giddens,
1990 :124). Pahl (2000) quoted Silver (1989) who said (my emphasis):

Friendship is morally celebrated, in part as a pure expression in the domain of
personal relations of voluntary agency, as expressing individual agency and
elective interpersonal affinities that in principle, if not in fact, are independent
of ascriptive and categorical criteria.



During the period of twelve years covered in this study, this “elective interper-
sonal affinities which are independent of categorical criteria” would have been
exercised at least once and led to a change in closest friendship. This means that
this celebrated choice is not part of the individual heterogeneity. If we find
significant effects of stratification variables such as social class and significant
individual random effects, then we have little support for the theories on
friendship as discussed above. Having explored the model adopted in this
study, I now turn to the source of data used.

3.3 British Household Panel Survey (BHPS)

The BHPS (Taylor, 2005) was designed as an annual survey of each adult (age 16
or more) member of a nationally representative sample of more than 5,000
households, making a total of approximately 10,000 individual interviews. The
same individuals have been re-interviewed in successive waves and where they
have moved (or split) from original households, all adult member of their new
households have also been interviewed. Children are interviewed once they
reach the age of 16. The sample should remain broadly representative of the
population of Britain as it changed through the 1990s into this century. In every
wave interviewing began in autumn and continued into the next year. The first
wave began in September 1991. Overall change in friendship is derived from all
waves. The waves that I consider further in estimating more detailed models are
different depending on whether the particular questions were asked in those
waves. These details follow.

3.4 Response and explanatory variables

In order to gauge the overall magnitude of changes in friendship, I use data on
the three closest friends over the last 12 years in terms of their gender. Specif-
ically, I took as change in friendship if sex of the (first) closest friends was
different from that of last year. It must be noted that this is an underestimate
because it does not capture changes when the new closest friend has the same
sex as the previous year. This means that the estimated changes reported here is
a lower bound; more change is very likely and this must be borne in mind in
interpretation. I adopt this measure because it is difficult to ascertain changes
directly. The respondents were not asked whether the closest friend is the same
closest friend last year, such as done in a survey in the Netherlands (www .niwi.
knaw.nl/nl/maatschappijwetenschappen/steinmetzarchief/datazoeken/
studydocumentation/12257/).

Another point of entry to capture changes in friendship is given by data on



second and third closest friends. In this way we can compare whether rank of
affection [first versus second versus third closest friends] gives different rates of
change. On this we face certain limitation because data for all three closest
friends are available only on waves 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, and 12. These gaps then
intersect with other gaps in other variables (the independent variables) which
together results in a summary of variables used in Table 1.

Table 1. Covariates and from which waves they come from

Variable set Waves

Change in friends 2tol 4to3 6to5 10to9  12to
11

Life event 2 3 5 9 11

Closest friends 2 4 6 10 12

chars

Sociodemographic 2 4 6 10 12

The explanatory variables are made up of a series of responses to questions
about four events that are viewed to be important in the respondents’ life in the
particular year. From this I derived a series of binary variables to reflect that
view, e.g. leaving further education or changing/getting a job or being made
redundant. I consider that these life events, if they have an effect on changing
friendship, will be effectively observed next year. As a result, for instance, the
last column of Table 2 shows a life event at wave eleven will result in change in
friendship observed by comparing the sex of closest friends at wave twelve to
eleven. Notice two points. The magnitudes of change are not annual magnitudes;
instead they are biannual. However, the first period used in this study does not
conform to this pattern because life events were not recorded for the first wave
(which should have been used had it been available). I consider this setup and
the alternative of dropping this first period altogether later.

Above I quoted an example case of Rose to make us aware of the instrumental
use of friendship and stratification effects involved in friendships. For these
reasons, a stratification variable such as social class is included as an explanatory
variables.

4 Results and discussion

As Allan (1996) has noted, we have little idea of changes in friendships in con-
temporary Britain. Therefore, the first set of results is on the scale of changes in
friendships and whether ranking our friends as closest, or second closest actually



related to willingness to change them. The latter means that ranking of
friendship can be interpreted as strength of friendship ties (Granovetter, 1973).
Second, I discuss who displays stable friendships. Lastly, the main aim of this
paper is presented in factors that are likely to cause changes in friendship.

Table 2 Transition probabilities of biannual changes in closest friendships

Closest friend First Second Third

Periodt+1 Change Not Change Not Change Not
Period Male 1956 7570 2646 6645 3146 57.68
t

Female 13.60 8253 18.04 7538 21.64 67.45

4.1 High overall churning and clear rank of affection

Changes among first closest friends, i.e. proportion of male and female respon-
dents who change their friends, is given in Table 2. Note that these figures are
lower bound; real changes are likely to be higher than these because these do not
include changes when closest friends from this and last periods are both of the
same sex. There are three notable findings here regarding magnitude, gender
effect and rank effect, respectively. First, focusing on the Change columns, we see
that the magnitudes of changes are remarkable, ranging from 14% to 31%. At
least one in ten women change their first closest friends every two years. The
comparable figure for men is one in five. Second, there is a strong gender effect
when we compare figures of changes on the first row to those on the second row.
Female friendship compared to that of male is clearly more stable across the
three closest friends. The range of change is 8% (13.60 to 21.64) for women
whereas for men it is 12% (19.56 to 31.46). Lastly, there is an effect of rank of
affection. For both men and women, ties with second closest friends are weaker
in a real sense than ties with first closest friends, and so on.

Not only do we see here some estimates of magnitudes of changes in friendship,
we also see the strong effect of gender. This effect therefore cautions us against
proposing a typology of dynamics which ignores this difference between men
and women, such as the one proposed by Pahl and Spencer (2004). We also find
here that rank of affection clearly works in the same direction for both men and
women,; it reflects perhaps strength of ties. This finding then speaks to both the
strength of weak ties literatures (see the influential work of Granovetter(1973))
and the ‘wording’ in surveys to find out about ‘friends’ (e.g. Fischer, 1982). It



means that the second or third closest friends are ‘weaker’ ties perceived by
respondents. Furthermore, simple questions such as who is your first, second or
third closest friends are sufficiently clear to elicit ties which are consequential
and clearly differentiated in the eyes of respondents. This means that questions
such as these are often sufficient for certain purposes.

4.2 High fidelity? Or who does not change their friends

Having determined that there is a significant amount of change, the parallel
question therefore is how about those friendships which are stable over the same
period? I attempt to look at this by identifying those whose first closest friends
are known to be the same, or more accurately the same sex, throughout the
whole period. Again note that there may be some real change in first closest
friends but if the old and new first closest friends are of the same sex, the data
won't reveal this. Another point to note is that the category of stable friendships
is limited only to those who always answer the question on friendship.

The estimated magnitude of stability is given by the proportion of those whose
first closest friends stays the same sex over the period of 12 years which is

6.26 percent. I admit that the actual figure might be lower. Nevertheless, this is
perhaps a significant evidence of stability in friendship because one must
remember that many life events happen over this long period and this figure
pertains to the first closest friends. In order to find out more about who hold
these stable friends I estimated the probability of keeping the ‘same’ first closest
friend through out the period. The result is given in Table 3.

Table 3 Logistic regression result of stable first closest friends over 12 years

Covariates Odds SD
Female 3.813*** 0.596

Education: First degree+ as reference

HND 1.606 0.549
A level 1.418 0.418
CSE or O level 2.175** 0.558
None 1.802* 0.494

Social class: Goldthorpe’s white collar as
reference




Petty bourgeoisie 0.496* 0.161

Small-holder, self- 0.670 0.699
employed

Skilled workers 0.789 0.179
Non-skilled 1.009 0.169
workers

Marriage status: married/cohabiting as
reference

Widowed, 3.409*** 0.556
divorced, separated

Never married or 3.875%** 0.722
single

Age at date of 1.167* 0.038
interview

Age2 0.999*** 0.0001
Constant 0.0001 0.0001

The first thing to comment upon is the continuing significance of gender.
Reinforcing the first set of results, this table shows that women tend to be more
stable not only over the shorter term (biannually as shown in Table 2) but also
over longer periods of 12 years. In fact this is the single most important factor in
determining stability of friendships over this period. This is important in that
gender stratification remains effective over longer periods. This may stem from
the nature of friendships among women alluded to above. Friendships among
women are perhaps more about affirmation of identity, hence more stable, than
about instrumentality which is arguably less stable. Therefore, not accounting for
gender effect may seriously impair our understanding of friendship.

The next large and significant effect is demographic such as getting divorced or
separated. This confirms the account in e.g. Bidart and Lavenu (2005) also in
Adams and Allan (1998). The three part marital status, i.e. single or never
married, married or cohabiting, and divorced or separated, captures different
process which could lead to changes in friendships. The net effect of being single
either through separation or by never cohabiting or getting married is to increase
the stability of friendship.



Age shows an expected effect (i.e. an invertedU shape). Friendship is increas-
ingly stabilised as we grow. But there is a peak which is then followed by
decrease in stability. Perhaps, partners and spouses die in this latter age. Social
class is also significant in that the petty bourgeoisie are a different group.

Having shown what factors are related to the stability of friendship I now move
on to the last set of results by asking who and what life events precipitate
changes in friendship.

4.3 How friendships change?

If one of the characters of current modernity is indeed the fundamental trans-
formation of expressive choice (Giddens, 1990), the exercise of this choice could
be expected to show in changing one’s friends. Perhaps we should expect
standard stratification factors to have little effect and residual variance or
unexplained individual variance to remain large. This is because the trans-
formation could lead to new and unmeasured factors which drive changes in
friendship. Because this factor is not yet measured, its effect can only be found in
the residual.

Below I present a series of models in increasing complexity in Table 4. The first
model has no life events. Subsequent models include demographic, geographic
and labour market related life events in MD, MDG and MDGL, respectively. The
life events included in each broad category are as follows. Demographic events
are birth, marriage/cohabiting, and death; geographical mobility events are
moving to another place to study and buying a house. Last, labour market
mobility events are getting a job, being made redundant, and retiring.

It must be noted that because we do not have a direct measure of changing
friends but must settle with changing sexes as proxy, I attempt to include in the
model a control variable, i.e. same or opposite sex between respondent and the
first closest friend. The rationale is as follows. If it were not included, we run the
risk of estimating the propensity to choose the opposite sex or dynamics of
heterophily. It is evidence of the plausibility of this model that the inclusion of
this control variable does not meaningfully change the estimates and inferences.
The sizes and significances of the effects do not change substantially. Therefore I
stick with this model here. The model with same sex dummy variable is available
from the author on request.

Some comments on model M, i.e. excluding life events, follow. This base model



is very plausible and shows or repeats fundamental points about friendship
above. First, excluding marriage status, gender is the most significant factor in
determining whether one is likely to change one’s best friend. Compared to those
married, being single either through separation, divorce, or becoming a widow
or through never or not yet married, is actually effective in increasing the chance
of maintaining stable friendships. This of course is widely observed. Some
people in the account of Bidart and Lavenu are introduced to new friends
through marriage or partnership. It is also possible that the spouse or partner
becomes the best friends. Class is significant but only in that non-skilled workers
have a higher odds ratio than white collar workers to maintain their friendships
year in year out, or more accurately biannually.

Table 4 Odds ration of random effect logit regression: who keeps their friends year in
yearout; without and with Demographic or Geographic or labour market-related life
events

M1 MD MDG MDGL
Age 1.034*** 0.010 1.029* 0.010 1.029* 0.010 1.029** 0.010
Age2 0.999  0.000 0.999 0.000 0.999 0.000 0.999  0.000
Female 2.483*** 0.101 2.498*** 0.102 2.498** 0.102 2.500*** 0.102
Education: First degree+ as
reference
HND 0.997 0.083 0.997 0.083 0.996 0.083 0.996 0.083
A level 1.035 0.066 1.034 0.066 1.034 0.066 1.033 0.066
CSE or O level 1.075 0.065 1.076  0.065 1.078 0.065 1.078 0.065
None 1.040 0.074 1.046 0.074 1.047 0.074 1.049 0.075
Social class: white collar as
reference
Petty bourgeoisie 1.016 0.071 1.015 0.071 1.016 0.071 1.014 0.071
Smallholder, self- 0.749 0.146 0.741 0.144 0.742 0.144 0.738 0.144
employed
Skilled workers 0.992  0.054 0.989 0.054 0.990 0.054 0.990 0.054
Nonskilled 1.118* 0.056 1.110* 0.056 1.111* 0.056 1.112*  0.056
workers

Marriage status:
married/cohab as reference

Widowed, 4541*** 0.312 4.393*** 0.305 4.397*** 0.305 4.389*** 0.305
divorced,

separated

Never married or 6.040%** 0.347 5.772*** 0334 5.772%** 0.334 5.772*** (0.334
single

Pregnancy or birth 0.831** 0.048 0.832** 0.048 0.831** 0.048
Death 0.922 0.063 0.922 0.063 0.921 0.063
Married/Cohabit 0.722*** 0.044 0.723*** 0.044 0.721*** 0.044
Divorced/separated 1.177 0.151 1177 0.151 1.176 0.151
Leave further ed 1.286 0.388 1.305 0.394

Move related to study 4.005 3.005 3.981 2.988




Get ajob 0.925 0.082

Threat/made redundant 0.851 0.084
Constant 0.109*** 0.022 0.127*** 0.026 0.126*** 0.026 0.127** 0.026
02n 1.495*** 0.076 1.499*** 0.076 1.501*** 0.076 1.501*** 0.076
N 28853 28853 28853 28853

Turning now to life events we see clearly the effect of demographic events on
changing friendship. Pregnancy or having a baby increases the chance of chang-
ing one’s closest friend; likewise with marriage or cohabiting. However, geo-
graphical mobility seems not to affect one’s choice of changing closest friends.

This could be because these life events are those that are viewed to be ‘important’
only in the eyes of the respondents. For instance, a respondent may in fact have
moved to another city to attend university but this was not seen to be an
important life event. It is still likely that as a result he or she makes many new
friends. However, it does not follow that his or her closest friendships are bound
to change.

The event of getting a job is not significant in explaining changing friendships.
This means that despite the fact that much of our day to day activity revolves
around work, still work acquaintances and colleagues are unlikely to develop
into close friends. This is not surprising given what we know about the effect of
social class on friendship. Among the middle classes, friendships are likely to
cross the boundary of work into leisure and other spheres (Warde and
Tampubolon, 2002). However, this effect has been captured in the variable social
class above which shows that clearly, in contrast to this, the nonskilled workers
closest friendships are more stable.

The individual random effects shows that intraclass correlation is about 57%.
This means that constant individual factors that are not captured in the model
above also play a sizable effect in determining changes in friendship. As the case
of Rose shows, individual factors early on in life which are not captured by
standard survey questions may matter much later in the dynamics of friendships.
To continue with Rose’s example, her early conditions make up her constant
individual factor in the model above. Clearly, as Bidart and Lavenu (2005) noted,
this factor plays a significant effect on Rose’s friendship trajectory. It is however
possible that in the estimate above the constant individual factor or random
effect term captures the individual expressive choice. That is, the large
magnitude of individual random effect could be interpreted as the celebrated
expressive choice over and above other factors included in the fixed effects. But



this interpretation is unwarranted because this random effect or expression of
choice must be constant throughout this lengthy period. Assuming constancy
throughout this period is contrary to Giddens’ theory. To be consistent with this
theory, this expression of choice could happen any time and many times. Over
more than a decade, one can then expect this choice to be exercised at least once.
Therefore individual random effect cannot be interpreted as capturing the
expressive choice.

As to whether contemporary friendships can be seen as a project of self (Giddens,
1990) uninhibited by stratification or demographic process, evidence in this
study paint a different picture. Gender, age, social class and demography are all
significant in determining the choice of rupturing friendships.

5 Concluding remarks

Government and scholars alike are interested in the state of friendships. Recent
focus on social capital and social support by government puts increasing
emphasis on understanding the dynamics of friendships. Social scientists in-
vestigating social capital issues are also drawn to investigate the nature of
changing friendships. More importantly, recent theorising about the nature of
current modernity takes friendship as an arena of transformation which clearly
characterises the present age. This study is set against this background.

We observed that friendship dynamics are characterised by fluxes and constants.
There are a lot of change among best friends and yet at the same time there is
significant stability over more than a decade. We have yet to understand more
about what makes us keep or change our friends. There are individual processes
which are put in place early on in family and social surroundings. At the same
time, perhaps a project of self can also create individual effects which are not
captured by older stratification approaches.
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