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Abstract
The quality of individuals’ social relationships consistently predicts greater well-being. But 
little is known about the relative importance of different relationship types for life satisfac-
tion, including the relative importance of friendships compared to other types of relation-
ships. Some have theorized that one intimate relationship is all you need. However, roman-
tic partners, family, and friends may contribute uniquely or interactively to well-being. The 
current study assessed life satisfaction and relationship satisfaction in survey data collected 
from a large, diverse sample of respondents. Satisfaction with each type of relationship 
was significantly and independently associated with life satisfaction, over and above other 
variables in the model. Friendship (not family) interacted with intimate relationships: when 
respondents were highly satisfied with their intimate relationships, they were happy with 
their lives regardless of friendship quality. But when they were unhappy with their intimate 
relationships, they were only happy with their lives if they had good friends.

Keywords Friendship · Relationships · Well-being · Life satisfaction

People who are socially integrated and satisfied with their relationships are happier, health-
ier, and live longer (Baumeister, 1995; Beller & Wagner, 2018). However, not all social 
relationships are equivalent. Intimate partners are involved in our romantic, economic, and 
parenting lives, and the intensity of these relationships is often greater than other types of 
relationships (Argyle, 2001; Bodenmann et al., 2014). Family members play unique roles 
in that we are legally and biologically bound to them, and we have life-long relationships 
with many of them (Fuller-Iglesias et  al., 2015). Friendships, in contrast, are voluntary 
relationships that can be sources of emotional support and companionship (Demir, 2015). 
For a satisfying life, one strong intimate relationship might be sufficient (Coyne & DeLon-
gis, 1986), especially if the needs fulfilled by intimate relationships are more important 
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than the needs other relationships fulfill. Yet, because all three types of relationships are 
rarely examined at the same time, the way different kinds of relationships may contrib-
ute uniquely or interactively to well-being remains unknown (Birditt & Antonucci, 2007; 
Cheng et al., 2011). The current study aimed to fill this gap by drawing on cross-sectional 
survey data that assessed well-being and satisfaction with different types of social relation-
ships in a large and diverse sample.

1  Different Relationships, Different Functions

Social networks of individuals contain different kinds of relationships (e.g., with romantic 
partners, friends, and family). Yet researchers interested in social relationships and well-being 
often treat all of these relationships as an undifferentiated group, or assess each relationship 
type separately (e.g. Fuller-Iglesias et al., 2015).

Among married people, the quality of the spousal relationship is significantly associated 
with many outcomes, including well-being (Proulx et al., 2007). Partners spend considerable 
time together, share experiences, socialize and raise children together, and, due to their prox-
imity, have the ability to shape their partner’s future development (Hoppmann et al., 2011). 
However, not all intimate relationships are equal (Dush & Amato, 2016; Lehmann et  al., 
2014). Happy marriages bring psychological benefits, but unhappy ones bring serious costs 
(Dush et al., 2008; Hawkins & Booth, 2005). Furthermore, some partners concentrate on other 
aspects of their lives, such as work, outside activities, or relationships with family and friends 
(Huston et al., 2001). This raises the possibility that a person can be in an unhappy marriage 
but still have a relatively happy life.

Family (primarily parents, children, and siblings) play a complex role in well-being and 
happiness. These ties often represent the closest relationships within our social networks, are 
perceived as a resource for support and dealing with stress and are positively associated with 
psychological well-being (Birditt & Antonucci, 2007; Fuller-Iglesias et al., 2015). However, 
conflict within family relationships, especially sustained conflict, enhances depressive symp-
toms and decreases life satisfaction (Antonucci et al., 2011). More family conflict is associated 
with lower well-being (North et al., 2008). With all of these cross-pressures, family relation-
ships are often regarded more ambivalently than non-family relationships (Fingerman et al., 
2004; Fuller-Iglesias et al., 2013).

Although researchers study friends less frequently (Gillespie et  al., 2014), friendships 
should also be associated with well-being because friends can serve functions that lovers and 
family rarely do (Walen & Lachman, 2000). Friendships tend to be voluntary positive relation-
ships (Wright, 1969). Perhaps as a consequence, they are a major source of positive affect, and 
act as a buffer against issues with spouses (Argyle, 2001; Burger & Milardo, 1995; Demir, 
2015). Accordingly, greater support from friends is associated with higher personal well-being 
(Antonucci et  al., 2001; Walen & Lachman, 2000), especially for married people (Cheung 
et al., 2015). A study of social connectivity in the internet era found that, in contemporary 
Western societies, friendships still function as the primary socialization relationship (Hua 
Wang & Wellman, 2010).
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2  The Relative Importance of Different Relationships for Well‑Being

While the three primary types of relationships are unique, we cannot know the relative 
importance of these different relationships for well-being, or how different types of rela-
tionships in combination are associated with well-being, until all of these relationships are 
assessed in the same study. There are several different ways that the quality of the three 
primary relationship types might combine to account for well-being.

2.1  Is Romantic Love All You Need?

Some have argued that romantic “love is all you need” and that nothing other than a solid 
intimate relationship contributes to well-being due to threshold or ceiling effects (Coyne & 
DeLongis, 1986). The belief that romantic relationships in adulthood replace the mother 
as a person’s primary attachment figure reinforces this view (Ainsworth, 1989; Zeifman & 
Hazan, 2018). Romantic partners “typically feel safer and more secure when their partner 
is nearby, accessible, and responsive” (Fraley & Shaver, 2000 p. 2). However, love often 
exists outside of romantic relationships, as evidenced by phrases like “brotherly love” and 
the Greek word “agape,” which refers to one’s love for friends and family (Mohacsy, 1992). 
Over the years, an expanded view of attachment developed to include all of a person’s clos-
est relationships (Takahashi, 2005), a group which typically includes parents, siblings, and 
at times, a best friend who is a “uniquely valued person, not interchangeable with others” 
(Ainsworth, 1989, p. 714). Researchers interested in this area have adopted the expanded 
attachment group theory when defining relationship types that may be uniquely and posi-
tively associated with well-being, suggesting that more than romantic love is necessary to 
achieve optimum levels of happiness (Birditt & Antonucci, 2007; Ratelle et al., 2012).

2.2  Does Each Relationship Type Contribute Separately to Well‑Being?

To the extent that each of the primary relationship types satisfies unique needs, it may 
follow that the quality of those relationships, when studied simultaneously, will be associ-
ated with well-being independently. In a study evaluating this idea (Ratelle et al., 2012), 
researchers investigated students’ perceived support for their autonomy from partners, par-
ents, and friends and its association with subjective well-being. The researchers found that 
more autonomy support from each important relationship contributed to higher well-being 
scores, with the highest levels of subjective well-being achieved when all sources were 
the most positive. This study suggests that strong relationships with our intimate partners, 
family, and friends all contribute to happiness and well-being. A limitation of the study, 
however, is that it only included university students. It is not clear whether the same results 
would generalize within representative samples of adults. Further, this study only exam-
ined the quality of autonomy support within each relationship. There has yet to be a study 
examining the quality of these relationships more broadly.

2.3  Can a Few Good Relationships Promote Happiness?

It might also be the case that well-being requires some good relationships, but it might 
not matter which ones because the good compensate for the bad. Birditt and Antonucci 
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(2007) tested this premise. Respondents were asked to rate the quality of their relation-
ships with their spouse, mother, father, children, and same-sex best friend. They discovered 
that married individuals with a best friend need high quality relationships within only two 
of the main relationships (spouses, family members, and friends) to be happy, and that 
a good relationship with the spouse was not essential. If respondents did not have a best 
friend, however, then the spousal relationship became more important for well-being. This 
is the first study in which authors find that a strong, high quality relationship with a spouse 
may not be a necessary component for positive well-being. A moderate relationship with 
a spouse, plus a good relationship with either family or friends, may support well-being as 
well.

2.4  Do Different Types of Relationships Interact?

Finally, it could be that particular configurations of relationships matter more or less for 
well-being. To our knowledge, no existing research directly examines how the quality of 
relationships with intimate partners, family members, and friends may interact with each 
other to account for well-being. These interactions can exist in four ways: three two-way 
interactions (i.e. intimate partners interacting with friends; intimate partners interacting 
with family; and friends interacting with family) and one three-way interaction (i.e. inti-
mate partners, family, and friends interacting with each other). We are interested in know-
ing whether the association between any of our predictors (intimate relationships, family 
relationships, and friends) and life satisfaction differs significantly at various levels of 
another predictor variable.

2.5  Application of Theory

Consistent with prominent theories about social relationships, romantic relationships and 
close friendships may be more critical to well-being than family relationships. First, attach-
ment theory recognizes that best friends (in addition to romantic partners) may serve as 
attachment figures for adults (Antonucci et al., 2004; Birditt & Antonucci, 2007; Burger 
& Milardo, 1995; Ratelle et  al., 2012). The Social-Brain Hypothesis, developed by the 
anthropologist R.I.M. Dunbar, reinforces this belief. It typically includes “best friends” 
among people’s layer of closest relationships (Sutcliffe et al., 2012). A third theory—the 
self-expansion theory (i.e. the inclusion-of other-in-the-self principle), created by Aron and 
colleagues (2005; 2004), also is applicable to best friends (in addition to romantic part-
ners), especially in the context of shared activities “encourag[ing] exploration and novelty-
seeking behavior” (Mattingly et al., 2012, p. 124).

Finally, there is the Belongingness Hypothesis (Baumeister, 1995) that proposes people 
need frequent contact with others, and second, that these interactions should be positive 
and pleasant, or at the very least mostly free from conflict or negativity. Researchers in this 
area have primarily applied the hypothesis to romantic relationships and friendships (i.e., 
best and close friends), reporting significant associations between positive affect in such 
relationships and well-being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005).

When it comes to well-being, the above theories (especially the Belongingness Hypoth-
esis) suggest that close friendships (not family) will interact with romantic relationships, 
because friendships tend to be positive, while family relationships often involve greater 
negativity (Fuller-Iglesias et  al., 2013, 2015). In other words, the association between 
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romantic partner satisfaction and life satisfaction may differ depending on friendship (not 
family) satisfaction.

3  Are There Configurations of Relationships Associated with More 
or Less Well‑Being?

However, across all of their relationships, different people may configure their social net-
works in different ways. Some may have networks that emphasize family involvement, 
while others might have networks that emphasize friendships. Researchers can test the 
potential differences of such networks on well-being using cluster analysis, a statistical 
approach that involves the creation of uniquely classified groups. The goal of this approach 
is to create groups of cases (i.e., clusters) that are relatively homogeneous within them-
selves and heterogeneous between groups (Yim & Ramdeen, 2015). Cluster creation results 
in the establishment of distinct heterogeneous groups in which the observations within 
each group have low levels of variances from the centroid of each cluster (Henry et  al., 
2005; Mirkin, 2013). Once groups are identified, researchers can compare separate clusters 
against a specified dimension, such as well-being.

A prominent example of cluster methodology is work done by Birditt and Antonucci 
(2007). This study found five clusters, ranging from high positivity and low negativity rat-
ing for all relationships to the opposite rating for all relationships. There are several other 
cluster analyses of social networks (Fiori et  al., 2006, 2007; Litwin & Stoeckel, 2013). 
These studies found four primary clusters of network types: (1) diverse, (2) family-focused, 
(3) friend-focused, and (4) restricted. The diverse network, with values above the mean 
for almost all criterion variables, was the largest and was associated with highest subjec-
tive well-being (as evidenced by lower depressive symptomatology). Restricted networks 
had the most limited network ties with all criterion variables below the mean and was 
the grouping with the lowest well-being. With respect to family-focused and friendship-
focused clusters, the findings were mixed.

4  Overview of the Current Study

Existing research suggests that intimate relationships, family relationships, and friendships 
are each important to people’s well-being (Lyubomirsky et al., 2005). In light of limited 
and inconsistent findings that distinguish among possible configurations of people’s three 
primary relationship types and their associations with well-being, we intend to build on 
existing research to examine how each of these three types of relationships account for 
life satisfaction, a cognitive, evaluative aspect of well-being. To this aim, we implemented 
a cross-sectional survey that recruited a large, diverse sample and assessed participants’ 
life satisfaction and relationship satisfaction with romantic partners, family members, and 
friends. We used multiple regression analyses, with interactions, and a cluster analysis to 
determine whether specific configurations exist.

Based on existing research, we hypothesized the following:

• Hypothesis 1: Satisfaction with intimate partners, family members, and friends will 
each be significantly associated with life satisfaction, over-and-above the main effects 
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of each other. This finding will replicate and expand (with a broader sample and more 
generalized measures of satisfaction) on the findings in Ratelle et al. (2012).

• Hypothesis 2: Friendships (not family) will interact with intimate relationships, such 
that the association between satisfaction with intimate relationships and life satisfaction 
will differ depending on levels of satisfaction with friends. We believe that family rela-
tionships, due to potentially high levels of conflict, will not so interact.

• Hypothesis 3: A cluster analysis will show multiple, distinct configurations of respond-
ents’ satisfaction with intimate relationships, satisfaction with family, and satisfaction 
with friends (e.g., clusters that represent high levels of satisfaction with each relation-
ship type and clusters in which friendship satisfaction is high, but marital satisfaction is 
low). When the respondents within each cluster are measured by their levels of life sat-
isfaction, the clusters will be significantly different from each other on life satisfaction, 
with friendship satisfaction, whether providing high or low life satisfaction, providing a 
significant differentiating factor within each cluster.

5  Method

5.1  Sampling

In 2014, a private research firm, Research Now, solicited participants from an existing 
panel of over 600,000 individuals in the United States who had voluntarily consented to be 
invited to participate in survey research online. The sampling frame was designed to reflect 
the diversity of the U.S. Census, such that more effort was devoted to soliciting data from 
harder-to-reach demographic groups.

6  Participants

A total of 2,013 adults completed the survey. They ranged from 18 to 75 years of age and 
represented a broad sample of the U.S. population on demographic characteristics such as 
ethnicity, income, and education. Because the current analysis addressed questions relevant 
to individuals who were in long-term relationships, the analyses described below examined 
data from the 972 participants who indicated either that they were married or that they 
were living with a lifetime partner.

Of these 972 respondents, 485 (50%) were men and 487 (50%) were women. Men’s 
mean age was 49.5 years (SD = 13.9), while women’s mean age was 48.7 (SD = 14.1). Of 
the men, 14.2% were between the ages of 18–34; 27.4% were between the ages of 35–44; 
20.2% were between the ages of 45–54; and 38.2% were age 55 or older. Of the women, 
21.7% were between the ages of 18–34; 16.1% were between the ages of 35–44; 25.1% 
were between the ages of 45–54; and 37.1% were age 55 or older. The sample was 67.9% 
White, 9.5% Black, 12% Hispanic/Latino, 4.1% Asian American, 1.4% Native American, 
and 5.1% other. With respect to income, 9.7% of the respondents earned less than $25,000 
per year; 19.4% earned between $25,000 and $49,999 per year; 38.3% earned between 
50,000 and $99,999 per year; 25.9% earned between $100,000- $199,999 per year; and 
6.7% earned over $200,000 per year. With respect to education, 0.1% of the respondents 
had less than a high school degree; 10.5% had a high school or equivalent degree; 21.0% 
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had some college; 11.5% had a vocational degree or certificate; 30.8% were college gradu-
ates; and 26.1% had post-college degrees.

7  Procedure

Respondents who agreed to participate were invited via e-mail to complete a self-report 
online survey that included questions about demographics, personal relationships (e.g., 
with friends, spouses, and family), and other aspects of their lives (e.g., health, career, and 
involvement within the community). Completing the survey took approximately 30 min-
utes on average. Respondents received compensation (e.g., cash, points, or sweepstakes 
entry) for participating.

8  Measures

8.1  Life Satisfaction

The survey included two separate measures assessing constructs related to life satisfac-
tion and well-being: the Personal Wellbeing Index (PWI) (International-Wellbeing-Group, 
2013) and the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985). The PWI assesses 
subjective well-being across multiple domains: standard of living, health, life achievement, 
personal relationships, safety, community cohesion, future security, and spirituality. Within 
each of these eight domains, participants indicated their level of satisfaction on an 11-point 
response scale with 0 = completely dissatisfied and 10 = completely satisfied. Within the 
current data, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89. The SWLS is a 5-item instrument measuring 
global satisfaction with life (e.g., “I am satisfied with my life.”), rather than the specific 
domains assessed by the PWI. The response choices range from 1 = strongly disagree to 
7 = strongly agree. The SWLS has been shown to have good discriminant and convergent 
validity, test–retest reliability, and internal consistency reliability (Pavot & Diener, 2008) 
and has been shown to be insensitive to current mood (Eid & Diener, 2004). In the current 
data, Cronbach’s alpha for the SWLS was 0.90.

Some have argued that respondents, when answering the global items on the SWLS, 
take into account the specific domains of the PWI (Corrigan et al., 2013). Indeed, in the 
current data total scores on the PWI and the SWLS correlated strongly (r = 0.69, p < 0.001). 
Given that the two measures, while conceptually distinct, may in practice assess the same 
underlying construct, we explored combining the items on the two measures. Cronbach’s 
alpha for all 13 items was 0.92. In light of the overlap between the scales, the analyses that 
follow treat the sum of the responses on the two instruments divided by the total number of 
items as an index of life satisfaction, with a potential range from 0.38 to 9.46.

8.2  Satisfaction with Romantic Partner

One item in the survey addressed satisfaction with romantic partner and asked: “Please 
rate … the degree of happiness/satisfaction you derive from your relationship with your 
romantic partner.” The response choices were: 1 = high unhappiness, 2 = mostly unhappi-
ness, 3 = mostly happy, and 4 = high happiness.
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8.3  Satisfaction with Family

Three items in the survey assessed satisfaction with relationships to parents, children, 
and extended family members. Response choices were the same as those used to evalu-
ate romantic partners. To address cases where respondents did not have children, extended 
family, or living parents, the average of any completed items was used as the score for each 
respondent. Cronbach’s alpha for the 3-item scale was 0.61.

8.4  Satisfaction with Friendships

Based on existing literature on the dimensions of friendship (e.g., degrees of closeness/
intimacy, common shared enjoyable experiences) we selected seven items to represent sat-
isfaction with friendships (Demir et al., 2015; Kaufman, 2020; Lewis, 2015; Reis, 2001). 
Example items include: “I have friends to whom I can confide my deepest concerns,” “I 
have friends with whom I share values,” and “I have friends with whom I have fun.” For 
each statement, respondents chose from three possible responses: 1 = does not describe 
me, 2 = describes me somewhat, and 3 = very much describes me. Cronbach’s alpha for the 
7-item scale was 0.80.

9  Analysis Strategy

To assess the independent and interactive associations between life satisfaction and sat-
isfaction with romantic partners, family members, and friends, we ran forward multiple 
regression models. Age and income (the only two demographic variables we measured that 
were significantly associated with life satisfaction) were entered into all models as control 
variables.

To identify cases with social networks that were relatively homogeneous within them-
selves and heterogeneous between groups, we conducted a cluster analysis (Yim & Ram-
deen, 2015) using a hierarchical algorithm to define the number of clusters, followed by 
non-hierarchal clustering (i.e., K-means clustering). While the use of a hierarchal algo-
rithm is adequate in certain situations, the K-means methodology is better suited for large 
data samples. The K-means approach initially identifies a set of means (i.e., centroids) and 
classifies cases based on their distance from such centroids, with each case assigned to its 
closest center. When completed, the K-means method partitions all cases into non-over-
lapping clusters, minimizing within-cluster variances from the centroids (Mirkin, 2013). 
This is a common approach that results in discrete clusters (Henry et al., 2005; Ketchen & 
Shook, 1996).

With this methodology, we (1) identified the variables from which we wanted to create 
distinct profiles; (2) determined whether to standardize the variables; (3) defined, a priori, 
the number of variables through a hierarchal algorithm; (4) applied the K-mean algorithm 
to create mutually exclusive groups of respondents; and (5) validated our selection of the 
number of clusters.

We chose to base the cluster analysis on our three primary independent variables: lev-
els of satisfaction with intimate relationships, family relationships, and friendships. Since 
our variables had unequal measuring scales, we standardized each variable using Z-scores 
(M = 0; SD = 1). Next, we used the hierarchal clustering tool in SPSS to define the number 
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of clusters. In this regard, to measure distances between cases, we utilized squared Euclid-
ian distance (best suited for continuous variables); in terms of linkage, we used Ward’s 
method that creates clusters of cases based on degrees of similarity and minimizes the 
within-cluster sum of squares (Henry et al., 2005; Ketchen & Shook, 1996; Yim & Ram-
deen, 2015). Further, once we ran the algorithm, we observed the incremental changes 
in the agglomeration coefficients at each stage and visually inspected the Dendrogram (a 
graph of the order of combination of clusters in each stage in the output) and determined 
that three cluster solution provided the best fit to our data (Ketchen & Shook, 1996; Yim 
& Ramdeen, 2015). Finally, we validated our selection of the number of clusters in a vari-
ety of ways based on interpretability, the desire for a parsimonious number of clusters, 
comparison of a different number of clusters, disregard of highly fragmented clusters, and 
through the use of the elbow method, assessing total within-cluster sum of squares (Birditt 
& Antonucci, 2007; Kassambara, 2017; Milligan & Cooper, 1985; Mirkin, 2013).

10  Results

10.1  Preliminary Analyses

On average, respondents reported relatively high satisfaction with their romantic rela-
tionships (M = 3.4, max = 4, SD = 0.67), their family relationships (M = 3.2, max = 4, 
SD = 0.52), their friendships (M = 2.4, max = 3, SD = 0.44), and their life overall (M = 6.3, 
max = 8.85, SD = 1.4). Satisfaction ratings of the three different types of relationships were 
significantly positively correlated (rs ranged between 0.15 and 0.34, all ps < 0.001), but not 
so high that the three scores could not be examined independently for their associations 
with life satisfaction.

11  Multiple Regression Models

To estimate the independent associations between satisfaction with each type of relation-
ship and satisfaction with life overall, we performed multiple regression analyses in which 
life satisfaction was predicted by satisfaction with the intimate relationship, satisfaction 

Table 1  Hierarchical regression models (full sample) with life satisfaction as the dependent variable

All b coefficients standardized and centered; R2 change between two models significant (F change = 0.02); 
N = 925 for base model; N = 921 for model with interaction
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

b (SE) t b (SE) t

Age 0.19 (0.04) 4.76*** 0.19 (0.04) 4.81***
Income 0.22 (0.04) 5.53*** 0.22 (0.04) 5.46***
Intimate relationship satisfaction 

(MS)
0.41(0.04) 9.92*** 0.86 (0.20) 4.34***

Friend satisfaction (QL) 0.29 (0.04) 7.36*** 0.72 (0.19) 3.83***
Family satisfaction 0.25 (0.04) 6.01*** 0.24 (0.04) 5.74***
MS*QL – –  − 0.67 (0.29)  − 2.32***
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with friends, and satisfaction with family, controlling for age and income. As Table  1 
reveals, satisfaction with each type of relationship was significantly (p < 0.001) and inde-
pendently associated with life satisfaction, over and above the other variables in the model.

Building on the base model, we then added the three two-way interactions and one 
three-way interaction. Forward regression procedures were employed. The final model 
was significant, F(6, 921) = 65.826, p < 0.01, R2 = 0.30, retaining, in addition to age and 
income, satisfaction with the intimate relationship, satisfaction with family, satisfaction 
with friends, and the interaction between satisfaction with the intimate relationships and 
satisfaction with friends. All predictors were positively associated with life satisfaction, 
except the interaction which was negatively associated with life satisfaction (p < 0.05).

To illustrate the interaction, Fig. 1 illustrates the associations between satisfaction with 
the intimate relationship and life satisfaction at different levels of satisfaction with friends, 
specifically at -1 standard deviation below the mean, at the mean, and at  +1 standard devi-
ation above the mean. Two of our slopes are significantly different from zero (b = 0.47, 
p < 0.01; b = 0.19, p < 0.001; b = 0.10, p < 0.07) and outside the region of significance from 
0.99 to an upper bound equal to 4.50. When respondents were highly satisfied with their 
intimate relationships, they were happy with their lives regardless of the quality of their 
friendships. But when they were unhappy with their intimate relationships, they were only 
happy with their lives if they had satisfying friendships.

12  Cluster Analysis

The K-means method produces clusters with the greatest amount of distance between 
clusters. With the use of hierarchal and K-mean clustering algorithms, we defined three 
distinct configurations (see Table  2) of respondents’ intimate relationship satisfac-
tion, family satisfaction, and friendship satisfaction. The clusters (with each variable 

Fig. 1  Association between 
satisfaction with intimate rela-
tionships and life satisfaction at 
different levels of satisfaction 
with friends. Y = life satisfaction 
(4–7). X = intimate relationship 
satisfaction (− 1 to 1). Z = quality 
of friends (green, red, and black 
lines). Green line = high quality 
of friends. Red line = moder-
ate quality of friends. Black 
line = low quality of friends
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standardized with M = 0 and SD = 1), are described in Fig. 2. As the figures reveal, in 
Cluster 1 (n = 421), respondents reported high levels of satisfaction with intimate rela-
tionships, family, and friends (approximately one standard deviation above the mean 
intimate relationships, and approximately one-half a standard deviation above the mean 
for family relationships and friendships). In Cluster 2 (n = 312), respondents reported 
high satisfaction with friends (one-half a standard deviation above the mean), but low 
satisfaction with romantic partners and family (one standard deviation below the mean 
for intimate relationships). In Cluster 3 (n = 239), respondents reported low levels of 
satisfaction with all three relationships (more than one SD below the mean for quality 
of friends).

When we compared the average levels of life satisfaction within each cluster, each was 
significantly different (p < 0.001) from the others (see Table 2), with Cluster 1 reporting the 
highest life satisfaction, Cluster 3 the lowest, and Cluster 2 falling in the middle.

We compared the demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, age, income, ethnicity, par-
enthood, levels of education, and employment status) of respondents categorized within 
each of the three configurations of relationships. The members of each cluster differed 
on age and income (Table  3) but did not differ significantly on any other demographic 

Table 2  K-mean descriptives of 
cluster analysis

Each cluster measured by life satisfaction significantly differed from 
each other at the p < .001 level

Variable (Range) Cluster 1 
M (SD)
(Range)

Cluster 2 
M (SD)
(Range)

Cluster3 
M (SD)
(Range)

Life satisfaction
(1.23–8.85)

6.89 (1.14)a
N = 421
(2.46–8.85)

6.05 (1.42)b
N = 312
(1.23–8.8)

5.70 (1.40)c
N = 239
(1.54–8.85)

Fig. 2  Three distinct configurations of intimate relationship satisfaction, friend satisfaction, and family sat-
isfaction
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variable. The mean age was significantly higher for Cluster 2 as compared to Cluster 1. 
Participants’ mean income was significantly greater in Clusters 1 and 2 than in Cluster 3.

13  Discussion

Social relationships matter, especially our relationships with our intimate partners, fam-
ily members, and friends (Argyle, 2001; Caunt et al., 2013; Myers, 1999). However, only 
a few studies have examined the independent associations between the quality of each of 
these relationships and overall well-being (Chopik, 2017; Thomas, 2016). We sought to 
elaborate on these associations in a number of ways.

14  Simultaneous Assessment of Relationship Types

First, we wanted to know whether the three primary relationship types—romantic, fam-
ily, and friend relationships—were each significantly associated with life satisfaction, over 
and above the main effects of each other. We found that, controlling for age and income, 
each did account for significant, unique variance in well-being over each other, confirming 
Hypothesis 1. This refutes the argument that romantic love is the only thing that matters 
for well-being and replicates the finding in Ratelle et al. (2012). Our finding also builds 
on Ratelle by broadening the sample (in terms of age and gender, among other factors) 
and using more refined measures of life satisfaction (i.e., both overall life satisfaction and 
domain satisfaction) and relationship satisfaction (i.e., with romantic partners, friends, and 
family).

15  Two Types of Analysis

If an intimate relationship is not sufficient to be happy, then what other relationships do 
people need to be satisfied with their lives? Are quality relationships with two relationship 
types adequate to achieve happiness? If so, does it matter which ones? Or, does a person 
need high-quality relationships with all three relationship types to be happy? We assessed 
these questions using both a variable-centric and a person-centric approach, following 
techniques utilized in Ratelle et al. (2012). Our variable-centric approach used regression 

Table 3  Cluster descriptives

*Clusters 1 and 2 significantly different based on age. X = Clusters 1 
and 3 significantly different based on age categories. Y = clusters 2 
and 3 significantly different based on age categories

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3

Mean age M = 48.29;
SD = 15.12*

M = 50.55;
SD = 12.98*

M = 48.77;
SD = 13.19

Mean income
(based on income 

categories)

M = 3.07;
SD = 1.05X

M = 3.13;
SD = 1.14Y

M = 2.82;
SD = 1.16XY
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models that included interactions, while our person-centric approach used a cluster analy-
sis that identified groups of individuals who shared identified characteristics.

With our variable-centric approach, we tested the interactions between our three vari-
ables. Only the interaction between intimate relationship satisfaction and quality of friend-
ships was significant. When intimate relationship satisfaction is high, level of friendship 
satisfaction does not predict life satisfaction. If intimate relationship satisfaction is low, 
however, people were only happy with their lives if they had good quality friends. This 
suggests that people can be happy in their lives even if they are not completely satisfied 
with their intimate relationships, as long as they have good friends, confirming Hypothesis 
2.

Do such people exist? To address that question, we used a person-centric approach 
through a cluster analysis, identifying three groups of people with significantly different 
configurations (high, moderate, or low) of satisfaction with their intimate relationships, 
family, and friend relationships. We measured each groups’ level of life satisfaction and 
confirmed Hypothesis 3: average levels of satisfaction were significantly different within 
each cluster. Our findings were consistent with the negative interaction between intimate 
relationship satisfaction and friendship satisfaction. One group (representing 43% of our 
sample) reported high mean levels of satisfaction with each relationship type and high 
levels of life satisfaction. Another group (representing 25% of our participants) reported 
moderate levels of satisfaction for intimate relationships and low levels of satisfaction for 
family and friends, with friends at a particularly low level (i.e. more than 1 standard devia-
tion below the mean). The third group, i.e. Cluster 2 (representing 32% of our participants), 
was the most interesting. This group was comprised of people who had high quality satis-
faction with friends significantly above the mean, moderate satisfaction with family at the 
mean, and low satisfaction with intimate relationships significantly below the mean. For 
this group, life satisfaction was significantly below the life satisfaction of our first group, 
but significantly higher than the life satisfaction of our second group. This illustrates that a 
person can still be relatively happy in life, even if their intimate relationship satisfaction is 
poor. It is relevant that friendship satisfaction is the lowest in the group that has the lowest 
mean level of life satisfaction.

Since our cluster analysis is only exploratory, the question exists whether there might 
be other possible clusters. We think that they might exist; however, in all likelihood, they 
would be variations on the three themes of the clusters we have discovered. For example, 
we think that (while it is the case that friendship satisfaction does not add to a person’s 
happiness if they are extremely happy in their romantic relationship), this may not be true 
when relationship satisfaction is just moderately strong. In such cases, strong friendship 
satisfaction may contribute in a meaningful way to marriage stability and thereby enhance 
well-being, over-an-above the satisfaction from the marriage. On the other hand, as is sug-
gested in (Birditt & Antonucci, 2007), there may be a cluster of people who have relatively 
weak relationship satisfaction, but strong friendship and family satisfaction that acts as an 
offset to such marital satisfaction, such that well-being might be at least moderately strong. 
These other clusters if they exist, would provide greater evidence that the quality of friend-
ships may be key when assessing life satisfaction of intimate relationship partners. Further, 
the attributes of friendships may be especially important for such relationship partners. For 
example, VanderDrift et al. (2012) equated enhanced friendship between a dyad to love, 
broadly defined. Specifically, they found that the more people were willing to invest in their 
friendship with their romantic partners, the greater the rewards they reaped in their roman-
tic relationships. More research is needed to test these premises, as well as to consider 
other possible clusters of relationship satisfaction.
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16  Strengths and Limitations

Confidence in our findings is heightened by several strengths of our research methods 
and design. First, we used a sample that mirrored the U.S. population, which enabled 
us to ascertain whether our results generalize across individuals who vary demographi-
cally. Second, our sample was large—almost 1,000 participants, which enhanced our 
power to identify differences between groups. Third, we used broad and reliable meas-
ures of life satisfaction. Finally, our pattern of findings was robust across both person-
centric and variable-centric models.

On the other hand, generalizations from these results are constrained by several limi-
tations of this research. First, our study assessed data obtained through a self-report 
survey; these surveys contain measures that are often susceptible to positive reporting 
bias. Second, we based our intimate relationship satisfaction variable on a single item, 
which is not as reliable as a multi-item scale. Third, we did not collect information on 
participants’ marital/romantic relationship duration, which could impact results. Future 
studies should examine how relationship duration moderates the association between 
relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction (e.g., Anderson et al., 2010). Fourth, since 
we administered our survey at one point in time, our findings are cross-sectional; there-
fore, we are unable to draw any causal conclusions. Happier people tend to have better 
social relationships (Diener & Seligman, 2002), so the possibility of an inverse causal 
relationship (high life satisfaction leading to greater relationship satisfaction) cannot be 
excluded. Further, relationship satisfaction and life satisfaction could form a bi-direc-
tional relationship that initiates upward spirals of enhanced well-being (Fredrickson & 
Joiner, 2002), whereby stronger relationships lead to higher life satisfaction, which in 
turn leads to even stronger relationships, and so forth. Finally, replication studies are 
needed to determine the reliability of effects described here.

17  Conclusion

To our knowledge, our study is the first to examine how three primary social relation-
ship types (romantic partners, family, and friends) independently and interactively con-
tribute to life satisfaction. As such, it has important empirical and theoretical implica-
tions that expand basic knowledge on the importance of social connections to human 
well-being. The most important finding indicates that strong friendships may be vital 
for people with romantic partners, especially if they are dissatisfied with their intimate 
relationships. People who are unhappy with their partners can still find happiness if they 
have good friends. Clinicians should be aware of this finding and be prepared to probe 
the strengths and weaknesses of friendships when assessing their client’s romantic and 
life satisfaction. Researchers should also continue to study friendships more closely (an 
understudied construct), as it may be “the single most important factor influencing … 
our happiness” (Dunbar, 2018 p. 32).
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