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underpinning social relationships: the structure and the 
function. The former refers to the type of individuals linked 
by a certain type of tie in a network and the frequency 
of contacts among them. The latter refers to the content 
of resources and influences flowing across the ties and 
covers the qualitative and behavioural aspects of social 
relationships (Due et  al., 1999). Thus, social relations’ 
function could be considered equivalent to social support, 
which, as such, expresses the mutuality and the affection 
characteristics of the social relationships that social 
support arises from. In general terms, close relationships 
often provide a wider range of types of support than 
casual acquaintances, whereas formal relationships that 
are more strictly defined by normative roles tend to offer 
more specialised kinds of support (Gottlieb and Bergen, 
2010). 

Social support may also be specified according to the 
types of aid flowing through social relationships, grouped 
in four major categories: instrumental support referring 
to aid, assistance or help for the fulfilment of ordinary 
responsibilities (childcare, household related obligations, 
help for shopping, borrowing money); emotional 
support providing empathy, sympathy, opportunities for 
discussing personal matters and so forth; informational 
support related to the provision of advice and information 
for particular needs (job opportunities, available services); 
and social companionship providing opportunities for 
sociability, such as getting together with friends (Vaux, 
1988).

Of additional note is the distinction between the actual 
or enacted support and the subjective appraisal of its 
availability, in other words the “perceived social support” 
related to personal expectations about the willingness of 
others to provide support. Empirical evidence suggests 
reciprocal influence processes between the two terms, 
even though their relationship is far from being linear. 
The perceived social support is, in fact, also affected by 
personality traits, such as self-confidence, and subjective 
beliefs (Gregory et al., 1996). 

The multidimensional nature of social support has 
often been at the core of the ambiguous conceptualisations 
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Abstract: In the present study, we discuss how social 
network analysis approach can be fruitful exploited to 
study social support within family studies. An ego-centred 
network approach is adopted within a case study about 
social support networks of low income single mothers 
living in a city  of southern Italy. We address three main 
issues. First, we aim to describe and explore the structure 
of social relationships that single mothers activate in 
order to obtain different kind of supports. Second, we 
investigate the main factors that affect the amount and 
variety of resources embedded in the single mothers’ 
support networks. Third, we analyse the relationship 
between the received social support embedded in the ego 
network and the support perceived by mothers. Beyond 
the description of composition and structure of ego-
centred networks through network measures and factorial 
methods, a series of regression models was estimated to 
assess factors explaining received and perceived support 
of single mothers. 
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Introduction
Social support is a complex, dynamic and 
multidimensional concept, partially overlapping with 
social relationships. Its conceptual domain includes 
both the structural apparatus under which supportive 
transactions take place and the types of resources 
embedded in and accessible through social relationships 
(Lin, 2002). This is what O’Reilly (1988) speaks about 
when he discusses the difference between two dimensions 
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in scholarship’s long-standing interest in the topic, 
especially with regard to the overlap between social 
support and social networks (namely personal networks), 
that is, between the function and the structure of social 
relationships, already mentioned. This is not merely a 
semantic matter, because it has relevant implications on an 
empirical ground. 

As widely known, social network analysis (SNA) 
approach (Wasserman and Faust, 1994) focuses on the 
properties social relationships’ patterns among actors 
rather than on the characteristics of actors themselves, 
by assuming that “networks have emergent properties, 
not explained by their constituent parts and not present 
in the parts”, which can be more adequately analysed by 
seeing whole groups of parts and their interconnections 
as a whole (Smith and Christakis, 2008: 407-408). This 
applies both to whole networks and to egocentric ones, as 
in the case of social support.

Within social support studies, SNA affords an 
advantage point for providing information about the 
structural properties of social relationships, involving 
the quantitative account of connections in terms of the 
numbers of ties, their density or interconnectedness, and 
other measures of linkage between people, as well as for 
understanding how the structure of relationships might 
influence individual behaviours by shaping the flow of 
resources which determine access to opportunities and 
constraints on behaviour (Berkman et al., 2000). 

On these premises, we have chosen the ego-centred 
network approach (Wellman, 2007) to analyse the pattern 
of relationships on which social support networks are 
based. Here, the case of single mothers is considered: the 
provision of social support through personal networks is, 
for them, more relevant than for other types of families, as 
single mothers are more exposed to hardship and social 
exclusion. Specifically, within a case study, we address 
three main issues in order to: i) describe and explore 
the structure of social relationships that single mothers 
activate in order to obtain different kind of supports; ii) 
investigate the main factors that affect the amount and 
variety of resources embedded in the single mothers’ 
support networks; and iii) analyse the relationship 
between the received social support embedded in the ego 
network and the support perceived by single mothers. 

The paper is organized as follow: first, we present a 
brief review of studies on social support based on SNA 
approach, highlighting some important gaps, especially in 
the field of parenting studies. The relevance of supportive 
networks for single mothers is consecutively discussed. 
Then, we provide details on the case study with a focus 
on the research participants, the procedure, the adopted 

statistical methods, and the survey instruments. Finally, 
the main results are discussed along with a reflection on 
future lines of research.

Social support and social networks 
Since the 70s and 80s, the interest in social support has 
prompted several studies mainly devoted to the analysis, 
on the one hand, of the indirect effects of personal 
supportive networks on health and wellbeing and, on the 
other hand, of the association between social support and 
social integration. 

Studies about the effects of social networks on 
health can be traced back to the seminal works of Cassel 
(1976), Cobb (1976) and Berkman (1986) who theorised 
or demonstrated empirically that social networks could 
affect comorbility and mortality. From that point on, 
many studies have focused on how health behaviours are 
spread or constrained by network dynamics as well as on 
how social support provision affects mental and physical 
health (see Smith and Christakis, 2008; Stansfeld and 
Khatib, 2011). 

These studies, focusing on social networks and social 
integration, have stressed the role of social relationships 
in coping with the risks and difficulties of daily life and 
in promoting social inclusion, especially in adverse 
conditions. They generally fall inside the broad research 
agenda on social capital and analyse how the structural 
aspects of individual social positions affect the access 
to several kinds of resources, including social support 
and material goods, which foster social integration and 
upward social mobility opportunities. 

For our purposes, the studies on family poverty are 
considered. They point out that social networks have 
important implications for families’ wellbeing as well 
as for defining successful coping strategies (Eckenrode 
and Hamilton, 2000). In fact, social support is one of 
the main ways through which families obtain resources 
to deal with daily life, seize opportunities and reduce 
uncertainty (Tietjen, 1985; Henly et al., 2005), especially 
when potentially stressful events occur, such as single 
motherhood (Cohen and Wills, 1985). The key contribution 
of a supportive environment to children’s social 
development has also been highlighted (e.g., Symonds, 
1939 and Rollins and Thomas, 1979 as early pioneers in 
this field of study).

Despite the large body of research on social support, 
some important gaps in the literature have been noted, 
especially in the field of parenting studies. Following 
Geens and Vandenbroeck (2014), social support has been 
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often analysed in relation to parental health as a buffer 
against potential negative outcomes for children. On the 
contrary, less attention has been given to the relational 
aspects of social support and to the many possible 
interactions between a diversity of people as relevant 
sources of support in the everyday parenting process. In 
addition, several contributions emphasise the qualitative 
aspects of social relationships rather than quantitative 
ones, by “metaphorically” using the network concept 
instead of applying SNA methods for data collection and 
data analysis (Berckman et al., 2000). 

At any rate, within the SNA literature, it is possible 
to find studies on this topic mainly concentrated in 
areas related to mental health and wellbeing as well as 
specialised subfields focusing on, for example, the quality 
of social support measurement instruments using ego-
centred network approach (e.g. Agneessens et  al., 2006; 
Hlebec et al., 2012; Hlebec and Kogovšek, 2013). 

Single mothers and family support
In such a context, single mothers represent an interesting 
target of study. Even if being a single parent does not in itself 
predicate a condition of need, there is broad consensus 
among researchers that single parents are more vulnerable 
to poverty and social exclusion, especially when they have 
dependent children (Fouarge and Layte, 2005). Indeed, 
the percentage of single parents at risk of poverty is 24.4% 
on average, ranging from 28.0% in the Nordic countries 
to 30.3% in the Mediterranean area (Eurostat, 2015). 
Thus, the provision of social support through personal 
networks plays a crucial role in furnishing resources and in 
generating opportunities to share problem-solving and to 
help with arrangements for coping with daily life. 

The number of single-parent households has 
increased steadily across all European countries over the 
past decades, accounting for almost 8% of all European 
households (Iacovou and Skew, 2011), but this figure 
underestimates their number as a proportion of single-
parent families shares accommodations with another 
household, especially in southern Europe (around 2% in 
all Europe and specifically 4% in the Mediterranean area 
- Eurostat, 2013).

Although single parents are increasingly diverse in 
terms of age, gender, ethnic group and sexual orientation 
(Ruspini, 2011), women still represent over 80%. This 
implies that the potential condition of hardship associated 
with single parenthood is worsened by chronic female 
disadvantage in the European labour market, especially in 
the southern countries. Here, the life conditions of single 

mothers are also penalised by both the low accessibility of 
social service provisions and the persistence of traditional 
models underpinning the division of domestic tasks. As a 
result, the family is too often a burden that women tend to 
shoulder on their own, making women more vulnerable 
(Saraceno, 2002). Indeed, according to Ranci (2012: 
271-272), “social vulnerability is greater where a work/
childcare balance is not achieved and a gendered division 
persists between domestic work and employment in the 
labour market”.

For these reasons, family support often represents 
a key source (often the only one) for single mothers’ 
survival strategies (Stack, 1975; Belle, 1982), although the 
worsening of life conditions as well as the crisis of welfare 
state are intensifying the pressure on family systems 
so much so that compromise their ability to collect and 
redistribute resources for the benefit of their weakest 
members (Ranci, 2012). Notwithstanding, family still 
represents one of the most important risk-management 
and risk-coping options in providing social support and 
in compensating for the deficiencies of the welfare state 
(Naldini, 2003).

The present study
If the redistributive role of the family has been particularly 
important in all European Mediterranean countries, 
Naples (in southern Italy) represents an extreme case. 
Naples has been historically characterised by a chronic 
inability of the local welfare system to satisfy residents’ 
needs (Morlicchio, 2005). Here, the family acts as the 
primary welfare unit, within an institutional context of 
reduced development of family policies, in which the 
main source of social rights is derived from paid work. 
This pattern is closely interwoven with the structure of the 
labour market, which discourages women’s participation 
in the work force and with high incidences of both poverty 
and low schooling, especially for young women. In the 
absence of an adequate welfare system, income support 
schemes or employment opportunities, family and kinship 
networks are mobilised. The result is a “forced familism” 
(Gambardella and Morlicchio, 2005) pursued in a coherent 
way as a survival strategy, within a specific structure of 
opportunities and constraints. This situation has been 
described in terms of “integration into precariousness”, 
in which the family members are able to solve their daily 
problems through a combination of kinship and family 
support and odd jobs in order to maintain a more or 
less precarious equilibrium (Morlicchio, 2005, p. 286). 
Accordingly, single mothers living in Naples can rely on 
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informal resources as a result of family solidarity, not 
present elsewhere. However, here social support is often 
provided by other family members who have little to offer, 
because they are only marginally connected with the 
labour market, and they are also poor. 

In the present paper, we address three main issues. 
First, we aim to describe and explore the structure of 
social relationships that single mothers activate in order to 
obtain different kind of supports. Second, we investigate 
the main factors that affect the amount and variety of 
resources embedded in the single mothers’ support 
networks. Third, we analyse the relationship between the 
received social support embedded in the ego network and 
the support perceived by mothers. 

Participants

A total of 35 women were interviewed during 2013. The 
study participants share a similar family and economic 
background, characterised by low skill levels (at most 
they obtained the eighth grade, that is the final grade 
of compulsory school in Italy), irregular jobs and 
inadequate income.

The average age of participants is 39 (with the 
standard deviation equal to 9.1 years), with a prevalence 
of women aged between 35 and 55 years (24). Regarding 
marital status, 11 mothers are separated, 9 widowed and 
the remaining 12 unmarried. Only three of the women 
have a new partner. The duration of single parenthood is 
8 years on average. 

Slightly less than half of the women live with their 
parents, while 17 live alone with their children. They 
have two children on average, while three of the mothers 
have more than three children. Their children are around 
9 years old (median), ranging from one year to 17. Twenty-
five of the women work, even if, in half of the cases, they 
have irregular jobs. 

Procedure

In-depth interviews were chosen as the main research 
method, together with a brief questionnaire using 
a network generator approach to reconstruct single 
mothers’ personal networks (Marsden, 2011). We tested 
the instruments by interviewing five single mothers. We 
add some concrete examples of different kinds of social 
support in name generators in order to make clearer the 
differences among supports.

Due to the restrictions on the access to the local 
administrative database with a complete list of low 
income single mothers, women were recruited with the 

assistance of social services offices as well as non-profit 
organisations. Three selection criteria were applied: i) to 
have been a single parent for at least two years, ii) to be 
the legal guardian of at least one child under the age of 
majority (18 years), and iii) to have a low income. 

Instruments

In order to describe the social support patterns embedded 
in the single mothers’ networks, we adopt an ego-centred 
network approach, and we investigate the received 
social support by using a name generator to derive 
their networks. Specifically, a multiple name generator 
with five questions was used to measure social support 
networks according to the main support dimensions: 
instrumental, informational, social companionship 
and emotional (Kogovšek et  al., 2002). In particular, 
given the poverty condition of our context, we decided 
to separately investigate the financial aid aspect, which 
is usually included within instrumental support. Thus, 
we administrated two questions: one specific for pure 
instrumental support, consisting of the fulfilment of 
ordinary tasks, and one regarding financial support, 
related to the lending/borrowing of small amounts of 
money. 

For each name generator, the respondent could point 
out five people (referred to as alteri in the following), 
allowing 25 alteri at maximum. A name interpreter was 
then used to define the characteristics of each alter in 
terms of sex, age, educational level and job position as 
well as the ties’ properties of ego-alter relations and alter-
by-alter connections. Each single mother (referred to as 
ego in the following) was asked to report for each alter: 
the type of relationship (i.e., parents, siblings, friends, 
workmates, etc.), the duration of the relationship in 
years, the frequency of contact on a 6-point scale (from 
“every day” to “less than once a year”), the feelings of 
closeness on a 4-point scale (from 1 “very far” to 4 “very 
close”) and the feelings of importance on a 4-point scale 
(from 1 “not important” to 4 “very important”). 

Finally, in order to reconstruct the alter-by-alter 
relationships, we required that single mothers indicate 
the relationships among their alteri.

In order to measure the perceived support, we used 
the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support 
(MSPSS) by Zimet et al. (1988). The scale consists of three 
subscales that provide a self-report measure of perceived 
adequacy of social support. The three subscales are 
related to the roles played by friends, family and a 
significant other, that is a special person to whom the 
ego feels particularly close. The three subscales are then 
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summarised in order to obtain one measure of the global 
perceived support. Responses were measured on 5-point 
Likert scale (where 1 is “very strongly disagree”’ and 5 
“very strongly agree”). 

In the current study, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients are 0.88, 0.75 and 0.71 for the three subscales 
and 0.91 for the global measure. Such values denote a 
very good reliability of the MSPSS.

Statistical analysis

With respect to the first aim, that is, exploring social support 
patterns, thanks to the name generators, name interpreter 
and alter-by-alter relationships, we collected information 
about both the structure of the single mothers’ social 
support networks and the function in terms of received 
support. We adopt network measures for the analysis of 
ego-centred network in terms of size, composition and 
structure as well as multivariate statistical methods to 
map the relationship between the networks structure and 
the contents of the provided supports.

Specifically, some measures are used in the analysis of 
ego network data (for a review see Borgatti et al., 2013: 271), 
such as network size (i.e. the number of alteri connected 
with ego) and density (i.e. the percentage of observed 
connections among alteri out of the number of possible 
ties). In addition, the Blau’s heterogeneity index –BHI- and 
its normalized version introduced by Agresti (the Index 
of qualitative variation – IQV) are computed to describe 
alteri heterogeneity looking at their distribution across 
categorical attributes (e.g., gender, age and job position), 
and the E-I index (Krackhardt and Stern, 1988) to measure 
ego-alter similarity that reflects homophily behaviours 
in choosing similar others (e.g., alteri are females, with 
the same age and job position of single mothers). Alteri 
heterogeneity can be consider a measure of the variety of 
resources that ego can mobilized in the network, while 
the gender and age homophily could provide information 
about gender segregation and intergenerational trait 
of the ego-networks. In addition, among the measures 
introduced by Burt (1992) to highlight the ego’s brokerage 
opportunities in an open structure with multiple structural 
holes, we consider effective size (i.e., the number of alteri 
that the ego has minus the average number of ties that 
each alter has to other alteri), and the efficiency (i.e., the 
effective size out of the network size). These network-
derived measures are included as explanatory variables 
in the regression models estimated to measure the factor 
influencing the received support of single mothers. 

To map the relationship between the structure 
of the ego-centred networks and the functional 

aspects of provided supports, we perform a Multiple 
Correspondence Analysis (MCA) (Greenacre and Blasius, 
2006). MCA can be considered a generalisation of the 
simple Correspondence Analysis aiming at describing 
and exploring the association patterns among a set of 
more than two categorical variables. The technique 
is commonly used to graphically explore patterns in 
questionnaire responses by looking at factorial maps 
(usually two-dimensional maps). In these maps, all 
the variable categories are represented, it is possible 
to analyse their associations looking at angles and 
distances among the categories: short distances and 
angles point out strong associations. Here, we use this 
technique to find association patterns in ego networks 
by considering alteri as statistical units. For each alter, 
the socio-demographic characteristics (sex, age and job 
position), the type of relationship with the ego and the 
strength of ties are the variables describing the network 
structure, and the types of support offered from different 
alteri to egos are considered for the functional content. 
In this way, we are able to jointly analyse the relation 
among alteri characteristics, their role in the social 
support networks and the kinds of support provided. 

With respect to the second aim, i.e. identifying the 
factors that affect the available social support resources, 
we perform a set of regression analyses relating the 
network-derived measures with the ego’s characteristics, 
her family and her loneliness experience. More 
specifically, we consider the following as response 
variables: the network size as a proxy for the amount of 
available and achievable resources of social support for 
single mothers, and the effective size as a measure of 
the opportunities for egos in the presence of structural 
holes. As explanatory variables, we consider the age of 
the single mothers, the number of children and the age 
of the youngest one as well as the duration of single 
parenthood and their living conditions. Other single 
mother characteristics have not been considered here, as 
they are homogenous or not relevant at all.

Finally, in order to analyse the relationship between 
the received social support embedded in the ego network 
and the support perceived by single mothers (third aim), 
we perform four regression analyses, one for each of the 
three subscales and one for the global perceived support 
of the MSPSS. The ego characteristics, along with the 
network composition, the types of support that alteri 
provide to egos and network-derived measures have 
been used as predictors. The network characteristics 
are assumed as a proxy for the actual support received. 
To identify for each model the relevant explanatory 
variables, we use an automatic backward selection (see 
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e.g. Miller, 1984). In all the previous regression models, 
we test also for the presence of interaction effects 
between predictors.

Results
The ego-centred networks reconstructed for the 35 
single mothers are described through network measures 
computed by using the E-net software (Borgatti, 2006; 
Halgin and Borgatti, 2012). The relationships linking ego 
to alteri are analysed using the afore mentioned factorial 
methods. Finally, a series of multiple regression models 
is estimated to underpin the predictors that explain both 
the network size and effective size of ego-centred networks 
and the perceived support of single mothers. 

Composition and structure of ego-centred 
networks
The single mothers reported in total 184 alteri for the five 
dimensions of the social support networks. The average 
size of network is 5 alteri, ranging from 3 to 12 alteri. In 
small size ego networks, alteri referred mainly to relatives. 
When the network size increases, single mothers receive 
support from friends, workmates or social workers. 
Generally, connections with family members predominate 

(48.4% of alteri), even if the presence of friends is also 
relevant (35.3%).

Figure 1 provides four examples of ego-centred 
networks: they are characterized by two network sizes, 
small vs large, and by two conditions for structural holes 
opportunities. These ego networks display representative 
configurations, useful to summarise our findings. The first 
two cases (Figure 1a; Figure 1b) represent small networks 
unable to give any substantial support due to the joint 
effect of the quantitative and qualitative inadequacy of 
the network members. A high level of homophily related 
to gender and low heterogeneity due to the prevalence of 
kinship ties characterises this kind of relation patterns. 
Some quotations from single mother interviews can be 
here recalled for illustrative purpose.

«Everyone has got their own problems, specifically economic 
ones. We all are on the same boat, none of us can help the other. 
At the most, we help each other for little, ordinary things».

«Who helps me seriously? Nobody. I have three sisters, but they 
can’t help me. No one regularly works. They make do as best they 
can. Two of them are single mothers, too. […] I can’t ask them for 
anything [...] We can only spend our free time all together or let 
off steam each other».

The second part of the figure (Figure 1c; Figure 1d) shows 
larger and more heterogeneous networks, where supportive 

Figure 1. Four examples of ego-centred networks with ego at the centre of the graph. Nodes’ color: egos (black), alteri (grey). a) and c): small 
and large network size with high ego’s efficiency value; b) and d): small and large network with low ego’s efficiency value.
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relationships are provided by different kinds of alteri who 
play a crucial role in making adjustments to cope with daily 
life. However, they cannot help single mothers to improve 
their lives or to set up active routes out of poverty, because 
they often share similar conditions of hardship.

«Yes, I am not alone, I have my family and some friends [...] they give 
me help in bearing my younger child, they listen me when I have a 
problem, they give me advices [...] we spend much time together [...] 
for the rest they can’t help me, they are as badly off as me».

«Thanks to my parents, when I got pregnant and also afterword, 
I have not lost my friends, I went out with my friends and they are 
still with me when I have a problem. We help each other’s even if 
we are all in trouble»

In addition, two single mothers (Figure 1b and Figure 
1d) seem embedded in their support networks in which 
alteri are connected each other; instead the others play a 
brokerage role in a network where alteri are unconnected 
(Figure 1a and Figure 1c).

The ego networks are analysed in terms of alteri 
composition with whom ego interacts according to 
their characteristics (gender, age, job position, type and 
duration of relation linking ego to alteri, and the type of 
support provided).

The single mothers receive support mostly from 
other women, who represent 70.1% of all mentioned 
alteri. This leads to a high homophily with respect to 
gender (E-I index= -0.40 at the network level) and low 
values of heterogeneity indices (BHI= 0.32, IQV= 0.65). 
However, there are some exceptions especially in larger 

ego networks, where participants acknowledged support 
provided by men.

With respect to age, we observe a high level of 
heterogeneity (BHI= 0.75, IQV= 0.98) and low homophily 
(E-I index= -0.08 at the network level). This aspect 
characterises the networks as intergenerational support 
networks combining parents and grandparents, sibling 
and peers and children.

Around 60% of alteri has a job, while 24.0% is 
represented by housewives, showing larger values of 
heterogeneity (BHI= 0.58, IQV= 0.90) and a heterophily 
behaviour (E-I index= 0.45 at the network level).

The relationships are deep in the sense that they are 
mainly long term and frequent: single mothers have strong 
relationships with alteri over periods of five years or more 
(82.1%) with daily contacts (53.3%) or contact several 
times a week (26.6%). They feel very close to more than 
half of the alteri (58.2%) and consider these relationships 
to be very important in their lives (64.7%).

Table 1 shows the type of relationship linking egos 
to alteri according to the provided social support. Alteri 
furnish mainly social companionship and instrumental 
support, and they have specialised functions. Friends are 
mostly involved in social companionship and emotional 
support, while mothers and relatives supply instrumental 
support. Mothers, fathers and siblings aid egos by lending 
small amounts of money, and social workers and friends 
serve as a good source of informational support. In general, 
friends, mothers and other relatives constitute the main 
sources of support for single mothers, even if they offer at 
most two types of support for each one. Support networks 

Table 1. Composition of received social supports from different kinds of alteri relations with egos (frequencies). Total= # of alteri for each 
type of support. Each alter could be mentioned by ego from different kind of supports. 

  Instrumental Informational Social Companionship Emotional Financial

Ex-partner 2 1 0 0 2

Father 3 2 1 1 8

Friend 13 11 49 24 6

Mother 15 2 3 3 10

Neighbour 2 0 3 1 1

New partner 1 0 2 1 0

Relative 11 8 17 7 6

Sibling 11 5 9 12 13

Social worker 2 10 0 4 0

Son/daughter 2 0 2 0 3

Workmate 0 2 2 0 3

Total 62 41 88 53 52
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are very dense (0.37 on average) and are characterised by 
redundant links among alteri - the effect size is 2.14 and 
the efficiency value is equal to 0.42. Thus, the majority of 
single mothers are embedded in their support networks in 
which alteri are connected each other. Only few of them 
gain brokerage advantages by being linked to unconnected 
alteri (non-redundant information). 

In addition, to map the relationship between 
the network structure and the functional content 
of supports provided by the 184 alteri, a Multiple 
Correspondence Analysis is performed. The factorial 
map (Figure 2) shows on the first factorial axis the 
opposition of fathers (left) and friends (right). Fathers 
are associated to the retired condition and in the 
direction of financial support and opposite to social 

companionship. Near to the fathers, we found mothers 
(bottom left) associated to the housewife condition 
and in the direction of instrumental support. In the 
same direction, but closer to the origin of the axes, we 
found siblings (mainly sisters). Thus, the third quarter 
represents the area of the global instrumental support 
associated to kinship support. On the right side, we 
observed the social and emotional support provided by 
friends, and we also found the youngest class of alteri, 
students and unemployed people. Near to emotional 
support we also found the new partners present in 
the observed networks and the oldest sons of single 
mothers. Finally, in the upper left side of the map, we 
observed informational support strongly related to the 
presence of social workers and workmates. 

Figure 2. Factorial map with types of support and socio-demographic characteristics of alteri.

Table 2. Main characteristics of predictors entered into the regression models with network size and effective size as response variables.

Variable Label Type Average (St.Dev.)

Age Age Continuous 38.7 (9.2)
Number of children NChild Discrete 2.1 (1.2)
Age of the youngest child AgeYChild Continuous 8.7 (4.6)
Duration of single parenthood (in years) DurationP Discrete 7.8 (5.1)
Condition of living with parents LivingP Categorical (dummy) 45.7% (yes)
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Explaining single mothers’ social support 
networks

A series of multiple linear regression models was estimated 
to determine the factors that explain single mothers’ social 
support networks. A backward regression procedure was 
used considering, first, all possible explanatory variables 
in the model and then deleting variables with the smallest 
change in the R2 coefficient.

The variables described in Table 2 were inserted 
into the models (M1-M5) as predictors of network size and 
effective size. In addition, an interaction term between age 
and living condition is included.

The estimated models (Table 3) suggest that the 
duration of single parenthood and living with parents 
have a positive effect on network size (M2-M5). Specifically, 
mothers who are single for a longer period of time or who 
live with their parents have larger support networks: 
being a single for a longer period, they are better able 
to cope with this condition. Enlarging their networks, as 
well as living with parents, enables single mothers to have 
more supporting people in their network. The number of 
children has a negative effect, even if it has a significant 
coefficient only in model 3 (M3). 

When considering the effect of these variables on 
effective size, there is a positive effect of living with 

Table 3. Estimated multiple regression models (M1-M5). Estimated coefficients, their standard errors (in italic), R2coefficient for the estima-
ted models. Response variables: Network size and Effective size. Labels: age [Age]; number of children [Nchild]; age of the youngest child 
[AgeYChild]; duration of single parenthood [DurationP]; living with parents [LivingP]. Significant coefficients are marked by: *p < 0:10, 
**p < 0:05, ***p < 0:01.

M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Network size
Constant 2.47  4.19*** 4.41*** 3.75*** 2.94***

3.15  1.08  1.03  0.89  0.77 
Age 0.04                 

0.06                 
Nchild -0.43  -0.44  -0.51* -0.48     

0.31  0.30  0.29  0.29     
AgeYChild -0.03  -0.04  -0.04         

0.03  0.03  0.03         
DurationP 0.16** 0.15** 0.14** 0.16** 0.12*

0.07  0.07  0.07  0.07  0.07 
LivingP 5.80  4.18** 2.66** 2.76*** 2.95***

3.47  2.06  0.65  0.65  0.66 
Age*LivingP -0.08  -0.04             

0.08  0.06             
R2 0.48  0.48  0.46  0.44  0.39 
Effective size                    
Constant 39.30  15.79  112.13  74.95     

231.97  205.17  68.77  55.10     
Age 1.81  2.13             

4.55  4.27             
Nchild -19.70  -19.25  -19.81         

22.57  22.11  21.80         
AgeYChild -0.54                 

2.33                 
DurationP 12.31** 12.56** 12.19** 11.07**    

5.34  5.15  5.03  4.86     
LivingP 398.17  410.77  313.97** 360.86**    

255.31  245.35  148.43  138.78     
Age*LivingP -8.24  -8.48  -6.24  -7.36*    

6.21  6.03  3.97  3.76     
R2 0.28  0.27  0.27  0.25     
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parents (M3-M4) and duration of single parenthood  
(M1-M4). However, the interaction between age and living 
with parents has a negative significant effect (M4): older 
women living with their parents present an ego network 
with smaller effective size, and then there are redundant 
alteri ties and more constraints for egos. 

Relationship between perceived and received 
support 

Besides the received social support, we consider  
the subjectively perceived support measured through the  
MSPSS scale. As shown in Figure 3, the values for the 
family and significant other subscales are generally 
higher than average values (around four points on a scale 
with a maximum value of five points), and the value 
of the friend subscale is similar to the average value 
(around three points, with a high variability). Using the 
global scale, single mothers perceived a medium level of 
support, ranging from 2.7 of the first quartile to 4.5 of the 
third quartile.

Figure 3. Boxplots of perceived support for global, significant 
others, family and friends subscales.

Table 4. Final estimated multiple regression models (M1-M3) with significant coefficients (at least p < 0,05), standardised estimated 
coefficients, R2 coefficient for the estimated models. Response variables: global scale of the perceived support [Global], significant other 
[Significant Other], family [Family] and friend [Friend] subscales. Labels: age [Age]; living with parents [Living]; number of children [Nchil]; 
network size [NetSi]; kind of alteri [Mother, Father, Partner, New Partner, Workmates, Sons, Friend] and type of support [Financial, Emotio-
nal, Informational].

Response variable M1 M2 M3

Global Nchild -0.40 Nchild -0.43 Nchild -0.53
  Mother 0.51 Economic 0.31    
      Instrumental 0.30    
      Social 0.23    
R2 0.53   0.57   0.28  
Significant Other NetSize 0.30 Nchild   Nchild -0.37
  Mother 0.56 Economic      
  ExPartner -0.28        
  Workmates -0.29        
R2 0.48   0.32   0.13  
Family Nchild -0.29 Nchild -0.34 Nchild -0.30
  Mother 0.33 Age 0.33 Age 0.34
  Partner -0.41 LivingP 0.39 LivingP 0.45
      Economic 0.43    
      Instrumental 0.24    
R2 0.44   0.56   0.26  
Friend Nchild -0.65 Nchild -0.57 Nchild -0.57
  Mother 0.51 Age 0.33    
  Father -0.28 Instrumental 0.31    
  Sons 0.34 Informational -0.31    
  Friends 0.28        
R2 0.65   0.49   0.32  
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In order to analyse which ego and network 
characteristics affect perceived support, a set of regression 
analyses is performed with the global scale and the three 
subscales as the response variables. As predictors, we 
include the ego attributes listed in Table 2, the network 
size and in turn: the network composition measures 
(model 1, M1), the types of support that alteri provide to the 
ego (model 2, M2), and network structure measures (model 
3, M3). We adopted the backward selection approach to 
select the most relevant explanatory variables in each 
model.

Table 4 shows the final models with the significant 
coefficients, the standardised coefficients to allow a 
comparison among the models and the R2 coefficients.

Summing up, the number of children always had a 
negative effect on perceived support. This is probably 
due to the fact that the high care giving burden related to 
having many children makes it impossible for the ego to 
feel adequately supported. On the contrary, the presence 
of the mother in the network had a positive impact on all 
kinds of perceived support. The presence of an ex-partner 
or a new partner in the network had a negative effect on 
perceived support from the significant others and the 
family, respectively. In the first case, this could be related 
to the caregiver’s expectations being disappointed by 
the ex-partner. A new partner, instead, contributes to 
enlarging the support network of the single mother and 
pushes her out of the family network, reducing perceived 
support from the family. The strong presence of a father 
had a negative effect on perceived support from friends; in 
contrast, the presence of sons/daughters (in such a case, 
we were looking at adult sons/daughters that support the 
mother in the care of the younger children) had a positive 
effect on perceived supported from friends.

With respect to the types of support, and the related 
number of alteri providing it, the types of support that 
have a positive effect on perceived support were economic 
support, instrumental support and social companionship. 
Contrary to what we expected, it seems that emotional 
support did not significantly affect perceived support. 
We noted a negative effect of informational support on 
perceived support from friends. With respect to the single 
mother’s age, it sometimes showed a positive effect on 
perceived support. As expected, the condition of living 
with parents had a positive effect on perceived family 
support. 

Finally, according to the network structure measures, 
they did not present significant effects when associated 
with ego characteristics. 

Discussion and Conclusions
In the present contribution, social network analysis 
approach proved to be successful in identifying 
important characteristics for social support patterns of 
single mothers as highlighted by both correspondence 
analysis and regression models. They clarify the strong 
relationship between the structural and functional 
content underpinning personal relationships. In addition, 
SNA provides a worth contribution for measuring certain 
aspects of social support, stressing the distance between 
received support and perceived support. As the evidence 
in our case suggests, the relationship between the two 
terms cannot be taken for granted. 

As highlighted above, single mothers’ social support 
networks support networks are very small in size and 
are mainly formed by women. The mainly female 
characterisation of support networks bears out the 
feminisation of household survival strategy (Sassen, 
2002), due to the crucial role of women in making 
adjustments to cope and survive in the context of adverse 
economic conditions. This places women under enormous 
pressure, over-burdening them so that when breakdown 
events such as a separation or widowhood occur, it makes 
matters worse. 

According to our aims and findings, we note that 
the main sources of support are represented by kinship 
members and friends, who represent an extremely 
important part of the single mother’s survival strategy. 
Specifically, kinship networks continue to play a central 
role in meeting the basic needs of single mothers, including 
looking after children, giving small sums of money and so 
on. In many cases, friends also share similar conditions 
of job and economic instability. They offer emotional 
support and social companionship but not much else. 
Moreover, due to the fragility of the local welfare system 
and the lack of income support schemes, social workers 
can support single mothers by offering them emotional 
support and helping them to navigate the social and 
health services available, giving advice or information. In 
many cases, however, they cannot help them to improve 
their lives or to set up active routes out of poverty. Single 
mothers are occasionally supported by other professional 
caregivers, such as those in parishes or volunteers in non-
profit organisations, but this support is patchy and does 
not represent an efficient means of coping. Thus, these 
networks are unable to give any serious economic help 
or offer upward mobility opportunities. This implies that 
these single mothers risk being entrapped in hardship, 
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not only because family resources are poor in quality, but 
because the support provided by the immediate family has 
often been exchanged for a higher investment by single 
mothers in domestic tasks and in-kind services -which 
hinders their social relationships and their chances of 
better employment opportunities, increasing the risk of 
that their condition in life will decline over time. It is not 
by chance that older women living with their parents have 
smaller networks, mainly composed by redundant alteri. 

However, in the absence of the immediate family, and 
specifically the mother, the degree of perceived social 
isolation increases, and life conditions become harder for 
the single mother.

The relationship between network composition and 
support content shows the persistence of an unequal 
sharing of family functions between genders, according 
to a male bread-winner model. As we know, this model 
assigns to men (fathers, brothers or sons) the role of 
family provider and to women the caregiving burden. The 
role of family provider seems to be played only by the male 
family members. The actual fathers are missing and, in 
such cases, the presence of a new partner seems to take 
single mothers away from their family support networks. 
Arguably, this may be related to the need of the immediate 
family to optimise, as efficiently as possible, the intra-
household redistribution of scarce resources.

Of course, given that this is one case study limited to 
a small sample of single mothers in Naples, caution in the 
generalizability of results is merited. However, we note 
that this is one of the first studies of this kind, and the 
findings encourage us in further work. 

This project might benefit from including 
complementary qualitative data on women’s experiences, 
perspectives and meaning-making about their own lives. 

In addition, as a further analysis step, we aim to benefit 
from the achievements in the field of hierarchical linear 
modelling in order to take into account the unexplained 
variability between ties and ego and the cross-level 
interactions between these two levels of analysis (Snijders 
et al., 1995; Van Duijn et al., 1999). This approach could be 
used to disentangle the complex structure of the data to 
guide the development of new research questions. 
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