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ABSTRACT
The conceptualization of intimacy within adolescent romantic relationships has
typically taken a linear approach: Adolescents experience initial romantic encounters
within a group context and progress towards an exclusive dyadic dating relationship. This
study uses a person-centered approach and conceptualizes adolescent romance as multidimensional.
In Study 1, a large, nationally representative dataset (the National Longitudinal
Study of Adolescent Health) was used to classify 10th and 11th grade adolescents into
ideal romantic relationship styles via Latent Class Analysis. Four classed emerged:
Concealers (3.6%; n=276), Abstainers (32.6%; n=2508), Engagers (51.4% of the sample;
n= 3955), and Family Builders (12.5%; n=959). Concealers, primarily non-White
ethnicities, preferred low social/emotional involvement but moderate sexual activities.
Most adolescents with same-sex attractions were concealers. Concealers reported the
greatest miss-match between ideal and real relationship activities. Abstainers,
predominantly females, preferred: high social/emotional activities, to talk less about
contraception/STDs, and low sexual activities. Engagers, predominantly male and White,
scored highest on all social, emotional, and physical activities (exception of ‘seeing less
of friends’, ‘sex’, ‘pregnancy’, and ‘marriage’). Family builders, overly-represented by
Latino, preferred high social, emotional, and physical dimensions including seeing less of
friends, sexual intercourse, pregnancy, and marriage. Moderate discrepancies occurred
between ideal and real activities.
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Study 2 was a focus group study of White and Latino adolescents (N=75) entering
10th through 12th grades. Using a symbolic interactionism theoretical framework,
adolescents described four types of sexual relationships within their social subjective
realities: Going-out, dating, friends with benefits, and hooking up. Going-out
relationships, an exclusive and emotionally/physically close relationship, were the most
easily described and the most intense and committed relationships. Dating relationships,
however, were the most common type of sexual relationship and were less easily defined,
partially due to the ambiguity of the relationship itself which is to ‘get to know each
other’. These relationships were somewhat exclusive and required less obligations.
Friends with benefits (primarily physical relationships) and hooking up (single physical
encounters) were casual relationships that required little to no commitment.
Findings are interpreted via a developmental/feminist lens. Gender inequality and
sexual double standards are potent forces that continue to shape adolescent’s sexual
behaviors, feelings, and experiences.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
STATEMENT OF THE ISSUE
Romantic relationships have been defined by Collins (2003) as on-going
voluntary interactions that are mutually acknowledged and marked by a “peculiar
intensity” which may be accompanied by expressions of affection. This definition marks
both the dyadic nature of these relationships and their distinctiveness from other
relationships. Brown, Feiring and Furman (1999) have incorporated a more
comprehensive definition of romantic relationships: 1) an ongoing pattern of association
and interaction between two individuals who acknowledge some connection with each
other; 2) is voluntary; and 3) there is an attraction which is often, but not necessarily,
intense or passionate in nature and that typically includes a sexual component. The
attraction toward a romantic partner should go beyond that of a sexual nature. There are
usually some manifestations of companionship, intimacy, and caring, and many romantic
relationships are characterized as a special kind of friendship. The degree to which these
latter features are manifest or the degree to which they are central to the relationship is
likely to vary over the course of a particular relationship, from one relationship to
another, from one developmental segment of adolescence to another, from one cultural
context to another, and from one historical era to another.
However, research is conflicted as to what actually constitutes a romantic
relationship. In part, such definitional problems seem inherent in studying social
constructs with fuzzy borders, but the issues are particularly troublesome in the present
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case. Definitional problems arise from the fact that romantic relationships are constantly
in development, even in adulthood (Furman, Feiring, & Brown, 1999).
ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS IN THE LIVES OF ADOLESCENTS
Although the operationalization of romantic relationships remains difficult and
unclear, the fact that romantic relationships exist in the lives of adolescents is evident.
Over half of 12 year olds in the United States have had some experience with romantic
relationships, and almost 90 % of 17 year olds have been romantically involved, with
boys becoming romantically involved earlier (Joyner & Udry, 2000). At 12 years, 25%
say they have someone special they are romantically involved with and this increases to
75% by age 18 (National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health data, Carver, Joyner,
& Udry, 2003). When asked about long-term romantic relationships (defined as 11
months or longer), 20% of 14 year-olds and 60% of 18 year olds say they have been in
such a relationship.
In addition, the significance of romantic relationships to adolescents is not
arguable. Adolescent girls (boys) spend about 34% (25%) of their time thinking about
real or fantasized relationships (Larson, Clore, & Woods, 1999; Larson,
Csikszentmihalyi, & Graef, 1980). Crushes and dating relationships are a major topic of
conversation in adolescence (Thompson, 1994). Adolescents who have a boyfriend or
girlfriend experience more extreme positive and negative mood states than their
counterpart peers (Larson, et al., 1980; 1999). By the time children reach 5th grade, they
have already developed differentiated and distinct expectations for friends and romantic
partners (Conolly & Johnson, 1996).
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Romantic relationships are arguably a major developmental task of adolescence
(Sullivan, 1953), providing the opportunity for adolescents to develop intimacy, social
competence, and identity. Diamond (2003) describes romantic relationships as an
important context from which adolescents gain social support, companionship, and core
social competencies, which provide the necessary tools to have enduring intimate ties in
adulthood. In addition, she postulates that adolescents who do not experience a romantic
relationship during this period could potentially experience deficits in social competency,
social support, self-esteem, identity development, feelings of attractiveness, and selfefficacy. Romantic relationships play an important role in normative socialization (e.g.,
discussing crushes and dating experiences with peers; Diamond, 2003). Normative
socialization helps adolescents regulate their strong emotions, learn dating expectations,
and solidify an identity with peers. Romantic partners may also influence career plans
and aspirations, in the way that they serve as comrades with whom to share ideas and
dreams (Furman & Shaffer, 2003).
On the other hand, adolescents who are involved in romantic relationships
experience more conflict (Laursen, 1995), symptoms of depression (Welsh, Grello, &
Harper, 2003), and stronger positive and negative emotions (Larson et al., 1980; 1999).
Being in a relationship has been linked with higher rates of problem behavior and
delinquency, and this association is even stronger for adolescents in long-term
relationships (Brown, Dolcini, & Leventhal, 1997). However, these effects are mainly
found among younger adolescents, where early adolescents involved in relationships are
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susceptible to higher alcohol and drug use, and lower grade point averages (Furman &
Shaffer, 2003).
Unraveling the developmental opportunities afforded in romantic relationships is
important because what happens in adolescence is important for subsequent development
– “trajectories represent tracks into adulthood that are difficult to reverse” (p. 25,
Petersen & Leffert, 1995). A further reason for studying this area, and perhaps a more
obvious one, is how important romantic relationships can be in adolescents’ lives
(Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Adults tend to downplay the significance of these
relationships (e.g., only “puppy love”), and their concern primarily lies in risks associated
within these contexts (e.g., pregnancy, sexual victimization). Research has supported
these views by portraying adolescent romantic relationships as relatively superficial (i.e.,
short-lived, characterized by less commitment) and as contexts for risky behaviors (e.g.,
alcohol use, sexual activity). Although these concerns may be valid, they miss the point
to some degree. Romantic relationships during adolescence are phenomenologically quite
important, and contribute to adolescent development in ways that researchers have yet to
fully comprehend.
RESEARCH GOALS
Two distinct but related research goals were addressed in this dissertation: 1) to
investigate how ideal beliefs and expectations for activities in adolescent romantic
relationships predict discrepancies between ideal and real romantic relationship activities
concurrently and one year later, and 2) to increase our understanding of the meaning of
romantic relationships during adolescence. A multi-methodological approach was used to
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address the research goals of this dissertation in order to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of adolescent romance.
The purpose of the first part of the dissertation, Study 1, was 1) to classify
participants into ideal relationship styles based on social, emotional, and physical
dimensions of ideal romantic relationships, and 2) to examine how these styles predict the
match between ideal and real romantic relationship activities both concurrently and one
year later. Participants were adolescents in the 10th and 11th grades (N=7,698), from
nationally representative regions across the US. Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was used at
Wave I as it allows for the identification of groups or clusters of respondents. Clusters of
participants were determined based on gender, ethnicity (White or Latino), and responses
on the emotional, social, and physical dimensions of ideal romantic relationships. In
LCA, the groups are identified via the proportion of members that have each of the
characteristics included in the analysis (Osgood, Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs, & Barber, 2005).
Discrepancy scores were created between ideal and real romantic relationship activities,
with each participant receiving an average discrepancy score per wave averaged across
relationships. A series of one-way ANOVAs were used to determine how ideal
relationship styles predicted discrepancies in ideal and real romantic relationship
activities (concurrent and one-year later). A repeated measures ANOVA was used to
determine how discrepancy scores changed over time.
The dataset for Study 1 comes from a large, nationally representative, longitudinal
survey. There is a strong need for longitudinal research in the area of romantic
relationships (e.g., Collins, 2003; Furman & Shaffer, 2003), as many of the known
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findings are the result of cross sectional studies, making conclusions about the direction
of effects difficult, if not impossible. Although causal links cannot be directly made, one
important benefit of the longitudinal design of Study 1 is that it allows for causal
implications through identification of pre-cursors of real romantic relationship behaviors
and beliefs through ideal romantic relationship behaviors and beliefs in the prior year. A
longitudinal design allows us to determine whether associations that have been typically
found concurrently (e.g., romantic relationship involvement and sexual behaviors) are
actually pre-conditions (e.g., whether wanting to experience sexual activity predicts
romantic relationship involvement).
Another aspect of the Study 1 design that will make a significant contribution to
the literature is the focus on the relational aspects of adolescent romantic relationships, in
addition to individual characteristics. The relational perspective has only begun to be
represented in the adolescent relationship literature. Research on healthy adolescent
development has focused primarily on individual-level outcomes (e.g., identity
development, cognitive development; Collins, 2003); however, a sense of cohesion or
interdependence has been argued to be as fundamental to human development as other
developmental tasks (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Aspects of communication and
cooperation are only a few examples of outcomes that are important in positive
development, but have been traditionally neglected in research. It is possible that the
influence of Western individualistic ideals (e.g., academic achievement, high career
goals) has diminished the value of successful close relationships among adolescents and
adults (e.g., Arnett, 2002). Cleary Western cultures value marriage to some extent, as
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many people expect to, and actually do, get married (Crissey, 2005). But it is unclear the
degree to which close relationships are valued, especially during adolescence. It is
important to understand how these interactions develop in adolescence, when individuals
may be more malleable and susceptible to maladaptive cognitive belief systems (e.g.,
Lerner & Castellino, 2002; Shanahan, Sulloway, & Hofer, 2000). Early romantic
experiences during adolescence may have important implications for adult marital or
close relationships; individuals may be placed on a path for either positive or negative
relational functioning prior to life-long romantic commitments.
The purpose of the second part of this dissertation, Study 2, was to discover a
range of ideas or feelings about romantic relationships, and to understand differences that
exist between different genders (i.e., girls and boys) and ethnicities (i.e., Latinos and
Whites). As argued from a symbolic interaction perspective, reality is socially
constructed (Berger & Kellner, 1964), thus a qualitative approach may be necessary in
order to capture the meanings of romantic relationships from the point of view of
adolescents (Millstein, 1993). Much research on adolescent romantic relationships has
been conducted using measures developed on adults, thus we may be missing aspects of
romantic relationships that are unique to this developmental period.
Focus groups were the method of data collection, in which small homogeneous
groups of adolescents were asked to discuss their understandings and interpretations of
dating and romantic relationships. Focus groups are a qualitative method of data
collection with the underlying premise that attitudes and perceptions are not developed in
isolation but through interaction with other people (Morse & Field, 1995). Thus, the

23

focus group method presents a more natural environment than that of an individual
interview because participants are influencing and are influenced by others – just as they
are in life (Krueger & Casey, 2000).
Participants were White and Latino high school aged adolescents (entering 10th
through 12th grades) from the Tucson, Arizona area. The ethnic and grade distribution
was chosen to be similar to Study 1 in order to integrate the findings across studies.
Twelve focus groups of approximately six adolescents per group (Gender x Ethnic
Group, three groups per group type, N=75) were conducted. Each group was relatively
homogeneous across gender and ethnicity (e.g., Latina girls in one group) to encourage
individuals to share their ideas and perceptions in a non-threatening environment (Morse
& Field, 1995). Participants tend to disclose more about themselves when they feel they
are similar to others in various ways (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Three to four focus
groups are needed for any one type of participant, in order to determine if saturation has
been reached (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Saturation is defined as the point where the
complete range of ideas has been heard and no new information is being gained. For the
present study, three groups were collected per group type due to time and funding
constraints. Whether or not saturation was met for each group type was noted in the
results.
Focus group data were analyzed using a form of content analysis, in which themes
and category schemes were created through careful readings of the data, rather than a preexisting framework. The data was analyzed by comparing and contrasting emerging
themes that occurred both across and within the groups. For example, themes were
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compared within White female groups, but also White females were compared to White
males. The final themes were discussed in terms of what has been found in the literature.
The purpose of this dissertation was to take two distinct approaches to answering
fundamental research questions to the study of adolescent romance. This dissertation is
organized into two parts in order to present the strengths of each research question and
design, and the unique information gained from each perspective. In the final chapter, the
results from both studies are brought together and discussed in terms of how these two
approaches can be used to inform each other and furthering our understanding of
adolescent romantic relationships.
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW
It is important to study romantic relationships during adolescence because it is
during this developmental period that initial romantic and sexual relationships are formed
and take on increasingly significant roles. In the present chapter, comprehensive and indepth reviews of the domains associated with adolescent romance are discussed,
including major facets of development relevant to the current study: biological
development, cognitive development, and psychosocial development (including the agerelevant domains of identity and intimacy; Montgomery, 2005). Each of these areas
includes distinct changes that take place during the period of adolescence that have
important ramifications for the initiation and maintenance of romantic relationships.
Changes in these areas affect how individuals relate to others, and relationships with
others further influence the development of the individual (Petersen & Leffert, 1995).
The overarching theoretical frameworks informing this dissertation are contemporary
developmental theory and symbolic interaction theory. These theoretical perspectives
inform the methodological approaches and guide the research questions. Prior research on
adolescent romantic relationships is then presented from the perspective of the
developmental progression across adolescence, the positive and negative consequences of
experiencing romantic relationships during adolescence, research that uses both
individual and relational level outcome variables, and current research limitations on
adolescent romantic relationships. Finally, the research goals and methodological
approaches of the present study are discussed in terms of the current limitations in the
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literature on adolescent romantic relationships and the significant contributions this
dissertation will make.
ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT AND ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS
More than any other developmental period, the period of adolescence has been
argued as characterized by change (Petersen & Leffert, 1995). Whether changes occur
within adolescents (e.g., puberty), or adolescents themselves bring about changes (e.g.,
playing soccer), change occurs in every aspect of individual development and in every
important social context (e.g., Petersen, 1987), thus the hallmark of this period is change
(Petersen & Leffert, 1995). It is during adolescence that social and intellectual skills are
being developed in preparation for adulthood (Crockett & Petersen, 1993) within multiple
social contexts (e.g., family, peers, schools, communities). Development at earlier stages
affects the vulnerabilities and resources that the individual brings to face the challenges
of adolescence (Lerner & Castellino, 2002). The period of adolescence is one of growth,
but it also involves risks, with the risks being dependent on individual strengths and
weaknesses and the characteristics of the social environment.
Many scholars have considered the period of adolescence as having three
distinctive phases: early, middle, and late (Petersen & Leffert, 1995). Early adolescence
occurs approximately between the ages of 10 to 13 and is primarily characterized by
pubertal change. Middle adolescence occurs approximately between the ages of 14 to 16
and is the phase most people think of as “adolescence”. For example, individuals in this
developmental period have distinct dress, musical preferences, and hairstyles that typify
“youth culture”. Late adolescence occurs approximately between the ages of 17 to 20 and
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is characterized by a change of thinking that is directed towards the future (e.g., family,
work roles).
The present study focuses on high school students (middle to late adolescence).
Participants for both studies are in the 10th and 11th grades (and entering 12th grade for
Study 2) that have had at least one year at the high school level. Current research has
shown that adolescents’ transition into dating relationships primarily based on age or
grade level norms rather than pubertal status (e.g., Collins, 2003), thus grade criteria was
used in order to capture a more homogenous sample with similar exposure to romantic
experiences.
Biological Development
Argued as the most dramatic change in adolescence (Petersen & Leffert, 1995),
puberty is a biological event that produces both hormonal and somatic changes
throughout the body (Crockett & Petersen, 1993). For girls and boys, the increases in
hormone production lead to the development of reproductive capability and a mature
physical appearance (e.g., menarche, breast development, voice changes, height and
weight increases). Although it is nearly universal for all adolescents to experience
puberty, there are large individual differences in the timing and the speed of these
changes (Eichorn 1975; Sussman & Rogol, 2004; Tanner 1972).
The effects and timing of puberty influence adolescents’ satisfaction with their
appearance, with the effects differing by gender (Crockett & Petersen, 1993; Petersen &
Leffert, 1995). For boys, physical maturation is associated with improved body image,
most likely because an increase in size and muscular development enhances social status.
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For girls, physical maturation is associated with dissatisfaction with body image, most
likely because the increases in weight and fat deposits conflict with cultural norms for
thinness (e.g., Faust, 1983). Notably, girls who develop early suffer even more negative
consequences because they are developing at a time when their age mates still exemplify
pre-pubertal slimness (Crockett & Petersen, 1993).
Puberty heightens interest in opposite-sex relationships as a means of exploring
and gratifying sexual impulses (Brown et al., 1997). Adrenarche and gonadarche are two
largely independent endocrinological processes that are responsible for the increased
secretion of sex steroids during the peripubertal and pubertal periods (Ellis, 2004). Recent
studies have indicated that gonadarche, the endocrinological defining event of puberty, is
distinct from changes that may be relevant to adolescent romantic involvement (Collins,
2003). On the other hand, adrenarche (a progressive awakening of the adrenal glands
between ages 6 to 8 years) appears to be more strongly predictive of sexual interest and
awareness than gonadarche, which comes much later (ages 9 or 10 for girls, and soon
thereafter for boys; Collins, 2003; Ellis, 2004). Sexual interests are then enhanced by the
social context, where mixed-sex parties/dances and the media portray messages of young
love. Even those who have not yet experienced pubertal changes may express an interest
in dating or having a romantic relationship, as they feel the pressure of these messages
(Brown et al., 1997).
Cognitive Development
As children enter into the period of adolescence their capabilities for thinking
hypothetically, applying formal logic, and using abstract concepts increases (Inhelder &
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Piaget, 1958). Adolescents’ thinking is more relative, reflective, and less absolute than
thinking during childhood. The development of abstract thought allows for a more
complex conception of the self, including social comparison and an extended time
perspective (Crockett & Petersen, 1993). Research has found that by mid-adolescence,
adolescents are able to reason as well as adults, with similar reasoning flaws (Kuhn,
Amsel, & O’Loughlin, 1988). However, cognitive thinking on unfamiliar or emotionally
arousing topics (such as sexual decision making) is likely to be less sophisticated (Linn,
1983). Under such conditions, adolescents (and adults) are less likely to exercise their
capacity for abstract, formal reasoning.
Research on the developing brain is only just emerging, along with the noninvasive techniques employed to study this development (e.g., Herba & Phillips, 2004 for
a review). Total brain size does not increase beyond five years of age. However, from
childhood to adulthood white and grey matter volume increases and decreases,
respectively (Durston, Hulshoff, Casey, Giedd, Buitelaar, & van Engeland, 2001). Recent
studies focusing on the structural and functional changes in brain development have been
made possible through Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI), which explores neural
regions activated by stimuli (Herba & Phillips, 2004). There is a developmental change in
the function of the amygdala, the critical center for emotion processing, such that adults
demonstrate amygdalar activation in response to fearful facial expressions, whereas
children demonstrate greater amygdalar activation to neutral faces (Thomas et al., 2001).
The ability to recognize or identify facial expressions of emotion has wide-reaching and
long-term effects on social behavior (Herba & Phillips, 2004). The finding that
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adolescents compared to children may have better recognition of emotional expressions,
in conjunction with the finding that the prefrontal cortex continues to develop into
adolescence (Stuss, 1992), suggests that adolescents are able to think about and respond
to romantic relationships in more complex and abstract ways than they were previously
able.
Psychosocial Development
Identity
From some perspectives, identity formation is considered the most important
developmental task of adolescence (Erikson, 1968; Petersen & Leffert, 1995). Because of
the cognitive gains that are achieved during adolescence, adolescents are able to take on
the task of identity formation in which the goal is to develop a stable, coherent picture of
oneself that includes an integration of one’s past and present experiences and a sense of
where one is headed in the future (Erikson, 1968). Erikson’s early and influential views
of identity formation conceptualized identity achievement as a process of selective
narrowing of choices in the areas of sexual, occupational, and social roles, until a
commitment was made. Adolescents experiment with numerous roles and identities that
they draw from the surrounding culture. They create an identity in part by modeling
themselves after parents, friends, and others they have loved in childhood, not simply by
imitating them but by integrating parts of their loved ones’ behavior and attitudes into
their personality. From this perspective, Erikson considered dating as part of identity
formation in the manner that the process allows an individual to get a clearer sense of his
or herself through intimate interactions with other persons. This period of exploration is
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called psychosocial moratorium, where adult responsibilities are postponed while young
people try on various possible selves. Adolescents who do not successfully resolve this
identity crisis are confused, suffering from what Erikson (1968) calls “identity
confusion.” Erikson argued that it is important to develop a clear identity in adolescence
as a basis for intimate commitments in adult life and as a foundation for later stages of
development.
Contemporary views of identity development counter that identity development is
actually more gradual, neither beginning nor ending in adolescence and more complex.
For example, Arnett (2004) argues identity development starts after adolescence.
Resolution of the identity issue during adolescence does not mean that the identity will be
stable through the remainder of one’s life, and synthesizing various identity components
can be a long, drawn-out process (e.g., commitment to sexual orientation but not
vocational direction). This has led some researchers to believe that identity formation
actually occurs in a different developmental period – namely, emerging adulthood, where
between the late teens and early twenties, an increasing number of young people
postpone taking on adult roles (e.g., marriage, parenthood) and instead use these years to
explore their identity in the areas of love, work, and ideology (Arnett & Taber, 1994).
Other researchers have emphasized the importance of having close intimate
relationships in adolescence as a way of discovering the self (e.g., Sullivan, 1953;
Youniss & Smoller, 1985). This view contrasts with a more conventional view (e.g.,
Erikson, 1968) where relationships are seen as an impediment to the self’s growth
because they constrain what the self could be were it on its own. The conventional view
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posits that premature involvement in long-term romantic relationships may interfere with
one’s identity development (Erikson, 1968). Participating in a pseudo-intimate
relationship (as Erikson argues that real intimacy cannot occur until early adulthood) may
inhibit the development of individual identity (i.e., identity foreclosure), which is a
prerequisite for experiencing true intimacy. This view assumes that relationships make
the self dependent while the mature self is independent. Youniss and Smoller (1985)
believe that the self develops through relationships as they develop (i.e., relationships and
the self develop together). They posit that self-understanding does not proceed solely
through private discourse wherein the self reflects its own reasoning. Adolescents take
one’s reflections to others for their review, where they can learn how others understand it
and find out how others have reasoned about similar topics.
More recently, researchers have argued that the developmental task of achieving
intimacy actually starts in adolescence, rather than adulthood, where the degree of
intimacy in adolescents’ relationships with others has been shown to increase over the
period of adolescence (Kroger, 1997; Montgomery, 2005; Petersen & Leffert, 1995).
Sullivan’s (1953) classic research has shown that intimacy development occurs in the
context of same-sex chumships in early adolescence and in opposite-sex romantic peer
relationships in late adolescence. Sullivan’s model actually places the task of intimacy
development before identity development, where identity formation becomes the primary
task in late adolescence or emerging adulthood. It has been suggested by some
researchers that Sullivan’s model may be more appropriate for girls, while Erikson’s may
be more appropriate for boys (Welsh et al., 2003).
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Because constructing an identity is now believed to have extended into emerging
adulthood (Arnett 2004), and many tasks that were characterized by emerging adulthood
(e.g., intimacy) are now believed to be begin during adolescence (Archer, 1994), the
developmental processes of constructing and consolidating a coherent sense of identity
now substantially overlaps with and contributes to the processes of initiating and
maintaining intimacy (Kroger, 1997). Interpersonal intimacy supports a sense of personal
identity, even in early adolescence before identity is consolidated (Montgomery, 2005).
Thus, adolescents are faced with the dual challenge of making commitments to intimate
relationships and to establish their identity
Intimacy
For many individuals, adolescence is the period where committed romantic
relationships are first experienced (Joyner & Udry, 2000). However, research on the
contribution of romantic relationships in adolescence to intimacy development has been
relatively understudied (Montgomery, 2005). The task of intimacy (versus isolation) is
another life crisis in Erikson’s (1968) classical developmental scheme that should follow
successful identity achievement. According to Erikson, intimacy achievement should be
developed in early adulthood where an individual unites his or her newly formed identity
with another person in an intimate relationship. An inability to develop meaningful
relationships with others may lead individuals to repudiate, ignore, or attack those who
frustrate them. More contemporary views describe intimacy using an integrated model:
intimacy is a major developmental process in which personal and relational development
proceed concurrently, and is influenced by cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes
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(Paul & White, 1990). Adolescents’ sense of identity becomes more assured across the
developmental period, and this self-assurance and self-knowledge permit engagement in
close relationships that can truly be characterized as intimate (Montgomery, 2005).
Few researchers have attempted to investigate whether romantic experiences
during adolescence foster or impede positive identity and intimacy development. Initial
research has supported the view that intimacy and identity are interrelated but
distinguishable processes; identity was found to be a highly significant predictor of
psychosocial intimacy (Montgomery, 2005). Similarly, little research has been done to
explicitly outline the contributions of romantic relationships to the successful completion
of intimacy as a central developmental task (Prager, 1995). One recent study found that
experiential and motivational processes in adolescent romantic relationships are stronger
influences than age or maturation in the development of intimacy (Montgomery, 2005).
Montgomery (2005) found that romantic beliefs (i.e., the extent to which adolescents
believed in flawless, instant, matchless and inexplorable love relationships or the
“American romantic ideal”) accounted for the largest proportion of variance in intimacy
development. This finding emphasizes the developmental importance of youth’s romantic
beliefs (Furman & Simon, 1999).
Research on both identity and intimacy development has pointed to the
importance of gender differences. Some research suggests that intimacy issues arise
earlier for girls than boys, such that girls often accomplish intimacy before identity
(Scheidel & Marcia, 1985), or that the process of identity formation and intimacy
achievement is fused or integrated for girls (e.g., Lytle, Bakken, & Romig, 1997).

35

Montgomery (2005) found that early adolescent girls had lower intimacy scores than
emerging adult females but that males did not differ across these age groups and reported
lower scores in general, and in emerging adulthood, than females. In examining identity
development, Montgomery found that in early adolescence males scored significantly
higher than females, but that gender differences disappeared by middle adolescence.
Although current Western society places a strong value on individualism, the need
for relationships or the desire to make commitments and take on the responsibilities of
close relationships still exist. Relationships are essential to individual functioning –
without them the individual runs the risks of alienation and uncertainty. It has been
argued that a sense of cohesion or interdependence is every bit as fundamental as
individual identity (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). Recent findings suggest that across the
period of adolescence, young people are increasingly oriented to value and seek closeness
to others (Montgomery, 2005). Research examining outcomes such as cooperation,
collaboration, and effectiveness in close relationships are believed to soon supplement the
array of individualistic outcomes which have been the “bread and butter” for so long (p.
17, Collins, 2003).
The present study will consider the two outlined major developmental tasks of
adolescence (i.e., identity and intimacy), which will inform both the research questions
and the discussion of the results. In addition, the present study will examine gender
differences, as previous research indicates intimacy and identity development differ by
gender (e.g., Montgomery, 2005), which may have an impact on adolescent romantic
relationships.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
Two theoretical frameworks are used to inform this dissertation: contemporary
developmental theory and symbolic interaction theory. Contemporary developmental
theory emphasizes contextual interactions. The research goals of Study 1 are informed by
this theory in its emphases on understanding how adolescents’ beliefs and expectations
about behavior in ideal romantic relationships match activities in real romantic
relationships both currently and one year later. Specifically, it examines how individual
belief systems at a specific point in time interact with real relationships with other
individuals in a romantic context. The methodological design for Study 1 is also informed
by contemporary developmental theory in that it is longitudinal, that is, it examines
contextual interactions across time. The second part of this dissertation, Study 2, is also
informed by contemporary developmental theory. The research goals of Study 2 are to
gain in-depth and comprehensive descriptions of the interactions between the adolescent
and his or her relational context. In addition, Study 2 examines how the relational context
interacts with other contexts in adolescents’ lives. The methodological approach is
informed by contemporary developmental theory in that Study 2 will provide a rich
account of person-romantic relationship interactions not easily attained by traditional
quantitative measures.
Symbolic interaction theory describes how roles, and behavioral expectations for
those roles, influence behavior. Study 1 examined how social and emotional expectations
for ideal romantic relationships match actual behavior in concurrent and one-year
prospective romantic relationships. The methodological design deviated from a typical
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symbolic interaction approach in that it was quantitative; however, Study 1 incorporated
the relational realities of multiple informants by utilizing a large sample size. In Study 2,
the research goals were to assess the subjective meanings of romantic relationships to
adolescents. The meaning of this socially constructed role or identity of being a
girlfriend/boyfriend and the salience or importance of these identities to adolescents was
examined. Participants were asked to describe influences from their external environment
(e.g., peers, parents), in addition to their internal environment (e.g., cognitive beliefs), on
this socially constructed phenomenon (e.g., a dating or romantic relationship). The
methodological approach allows adolescents to describe the meanings of being in a
romantic relationship, and the meanings and behavioral expectations that exist for those
roles (e.g., as a girlfriend/boyfriend) using their own words. The methodological design is
informed by symbolic interaction theory in that it uses focus group methodology to
derive the social meanings of adolescents’ worlds. The qualitative approach of Study 2
allows for an assessment of the subjective reality of romantic relationships from the
perspective of adolescents themselves. Thus, the two informing research frameworks
were used to guide the research questions and methodology in a descriptive or
exploratory format, rather than to generate specific research hypotheses.
Contemporary Developmental Theory
Lerner and Castellino (2002) outline how developmental systems models of
human development offer a productive frame for research, policies, and programs that are
designed to develop a greater understanding of adolescents’ development and enhance
their health and positive development. Contemporary developmental theory represents a
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fused set of developmental theories that stress that the basis of behavior and
developmental change are the processes of dynamic person-context relations (e.g., Ford
& Lerner, 1992; Lerner, 2002; Lerner & Castellino, 2002; Shanahan et al., 2000). This
framework is useful for understanding and enhancing the trajectory of change across the
lifespan.
There are four interrelated or fused assumptions that underlie contemporary
developmental theories (Lerner & Castellino, 2002; Shanahan et al., 2000). The first
assumption is that systematic change occurs across the lifespan. Relative plasticity exists
throughout the lifespan, although the magnitude of this plasticity may vary. For example,
it may be easier for adolescents to change their beliefs about romantic relationships than
adults because they have not yet achieved identity formation. The second assumption is
that the basis for developmental change lies in the relations that exist among the multiple
levels of organization. These levels include the inner biological level, the individual or
psychological level, the proximal social relationship (e.g., dyads), and the sociocultural
level (e.g., school). These levels are structurally and functionally integrated where
development is seen as part of a fused system. The third assumption is that all levels are
embedded in history. History is continuous and temporally infused with all levels of
organization, which affects different patterns of continuity and discontinuity (i.e., patterns
of stability or instability) across people. For example, a dating trend that has recently
become a normative history-graded practice (Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 1998)
is online or internet dating. Finally, the fourth underlying assumption within
contemporary developmental theories is that there are limits of generalizability, diversity
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and individual differences. The temporality of the changing relations among levels of
organization means that changes seen within one historical period (or time of
measurement) or with one set of instances of variables from the multiple levels of the
ecology of human development may not be seen at other points in time (Baltes et al.,
1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Diversity is the exemplar of the presence of relative
plasticity in human development (Lerner & Castellino, 2002). Individual differences
within and across all levels of organization are seen as having core, substantive
significance in the understanding of human development (Baltes, et al., 1998; Lerner,
2002). The individuality of each person promotes variation in the interactions he or she
has with the levels of organization within which the person is embedded. For example,
the level of physical attractiveness of an adolescent promotes differential reactions in
others, which provides feedback to the person and partly changes the individual (Scarr &
McCartney, 1983). The combination of these effects places limits on the generalizability
of research findings to other populations embedded in other locations in time and space.
Contemporary developmental theory stresses that changes in one level are
reciprocally related to developmental changes within other levels (Lerner & Castellino,
2002; Shanahan et al., 2000). Reciprocal changes are both products and producers of
change within levels (e.g., being in a romantic relationship influences cognitive beliefs,
and those interactions influence behavior within romantic relationships). The focus
within this theory is process, where the emphasis is on changing the associations between
the adolescent and the context rather than either the adolescent or the context per se. It is
important to integrate both basic and applied research in which both longitudinal designs
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and natural experiments (i.e., ecologically valid methodologies) are used (Lerner &
Castellino, 2002).
Symbolic Interaction Theory
Symbolic interaction theory emphasizes subjective interpersonal meanings and
everyday interpretations of behavior. Every society has symbols or shared meanings (e.g.,
language), which allow its members to define, perceive, and meaningfully experience
reality (Berger & Kellner, 1964). Individuals perceive and define their worlds by living in
it, and others who co-habit the same socially constructed world validate these
interpretations of reality. Symbolic interaction theory focuses on the connection between
symbols and interactions (i.e., verbal and nonverbal actions and communications;
LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). Berger and Kellner argue that although actions and the simple
presence of others serve to sustain and define realities, the principal method of validation
is through speech: “Ongoing conversation validates over and over again the fundamental
definitions of reality once entered into, not, of course, so much by explicit articulation,
but precisely by taking the definitions silently for granted and conversing about all
conceivable matters on this taken-for-granted basis” (Berger & Kellner, 1964, p. 220).
Individual behavior is based on the classification scheme of society, which is
developed through interaction with others and where symbols carry meaning that
includes shared behavioral expectations (Stryker, 1968). Stryker labels these shared
behavioral expectations as “roles.” Every role is a way of relating to other-roles in a
situation (Turner, 1962). Individuals who live within this social structure can recognize
the positions that each of them play within society, and in recognizing these positions
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invoke expectations with respect to one another’s behavior. Relationship expectations
develop through implicit and subtle interchanges among individuals in a given situation
that continually reshape both the form and the content of the interaction (Stryker, 1968).
Interaction is a process in which individuals are continuously testing the conceptions they
have of the role of the other. The responses of others serve to reinforce or challenge this
conception (Turner, 1962).
Individuals will develop a number of discrete positions (i.e., roles) or identities.
An identity is defined by where a person is situated – that is, “the acknowledgement of
his participation or membership in social relations” (Stryker, 1968, p. 559). Informal
roles, such as boyfriend/girlfriend or lover, identify an interactional or interpersonal
position that, while recognized by the self and other, may not necessarily be understood
by outsiders (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). Identities are established when others place him
or her as a social object. For example, people can establish familial identities (e.g.,
mother, wife) and occupational identities (e.g., teacher, lawyer) concurrently, which
amalgamate into the concept of the self. These discrete identities then become organized
into a hierarchy of salience where in a given situation one or more of a persons identities’
is pertinent. For example, when interacting with a teacher, an adolescent girl evokes her
identity as a student. The identity of being a girl may also be evoked concurrently,
depending on the situation. The greater the commitment an individual has to an identity,
the higher that identity will be in the salience hierarchy. The higher an identity is in the
salience hierarchy, the higher the probability that performance will be consistent with the
role expectations attached to that identity and the higher the probability that a person will
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seek out opportunities to perform in terms of that identity (Stryker, 1968). For example, if
the identity of being a girlfriend is high in the salience hierarchy for a given adolescent,
that adolescents’ behavior will be consistent with what is expected of a girlfriend and the
adolescent will seek out opportunities to be a girlfriend (i.e., a romantic relationship).
ADOLESCENT ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS
As discussed previously in the introduction, romantic relationships have been
defined as on-going voluntary interactions that are mutually acknowledged and marked
by a “peculiar intensity” which may be accompanied by expressions of affection (Collins,
2003). Having the experience of a romantic relationship is quite common during
adolescence with most 12 year olds having had some relationship experience and almost
all of 17 year olds having been romantically involved (Joyner & Udry, 2000). However,
it is also important to note that and not all of an adolescent’s romantic experiences stem
from romantic relationships (Brown et al., 1999).
The romantic relationship context provides adolescents with the opportunity to
develop intimacy, social competence, and identity, thus experiencing romantic
relationships are posited as a major developmental task of adolescence (Furman &
Shaffer, 2003). Romantic relationships may be the major context from which adolescents
gain social support and companionship, which may aid in establishing core social
competencies to endure intimate ties (Diamond, 2003; Furman et al., 1999). Notably, not
experiencing a relationship during adolescence will most likely be experienced as
negative if it is a result of circumstance rather than choice. Consequently, adolescents
who do not experience a romantic relationship could potentially experience deficits in
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social competency, social support, self-esteem, identity development, feelings of
attractiveness, self-efficacy (Diamond, 2003), interpersonal skills related to intimacy,
emotional support and security (Brown, 1999; Miller & Benson, 1999). Brown (1999)
found as adolescents progressed from superficial dating to more serious romantic bonds,
they mastered critical skills related to patience, mutuality, commitment, trust, and
emotion regulation. However, studies that have found these results are primarily crosssectional (e.g., Brown et al., 1997), thus it could be other deficits (e.g., lack of social
skills) that are related to having not experienced a relationship in adolescence that lead to
these deleterious effects.
In addition, normative socialization with peers (e.g., conversing with same-age
peers) is an important aspect of adolescence because it is the context in which adolescents
regulate their strong emotions, learn dating expectations, and solidify an identity with
their peers (Diamond, 2003). A key component of many adolescents’ romantic
experiences is the process of discussing their crushes, dates, and break-ups with peers
(Brown, 1999; Eder, 1993). These discussions are among the most common topics of
conversation among adolescents (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Thus, experiencing or not
experiencing romantic relationships during adolescence plays an important role in
normative socialization as well.
Experiences gained and lost during adolescence have enduring importance as they
influence subsequent development, throughout the life-course. Petersen and Leffert
(1995) argue that experiences during adolescence can place individuals on a trajectory for
outcomes during adulthood that are difficult to change. Thus, discerning the
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developmental opportunities afforded in romantic relationships is important.
Furthermore, the importance that adolescents place on romantic relationships make this
phenomenon significant and worthy of investigation (Furman & Shaffer, 2003).
Researchers and adults alike tend to downplay the significance of romantic relationships
during adolescence as being relatively short-lived and superficial (e.g., only “puppy
love”) and focus their efforts and concerns on the risks associated with having these
relationships (e.g., pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, lower grade point
averages, lower or extreme mood states). Although these concerns have certainly pointed
to important arenas of development, research is needed because of the phenomenological
importance of romantic relationships during this age period. Romantic relationships are
important to the lives of adolescents and they contribute to development in ways that we
have yet to fully comprehend.
Developmental Progression
Multiple explanations have been offered to explain adolescents’ sudden initiation
of romantic experiences; however the onset of puberty has been held as the primary
instigator. Increases in sexual hormones lead to the increase in sexual arousal and sexual
desire (Ellis, 2004). However, other research has found that the onset of dating behavior
is related more to age-graded norms than to physical development (Collins, 2003). The
cultural context plays a large role in the selection of partners, the appropriate types of
activities, and the age at which this should occur.
Researchers have offered several stage theories to explain the social and
emotional dimensions of adolescent romantic relationships. These linear or progressive
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perspectives will be described below. Following these descriptions, alternative personcentered approaches will be offered with reference to the present dissertation.
Forty years ago, Dunphy (1963) studied the developmental progression of
romantic relationships on an Australian sample that may be still relevant and appropriate
today (Welsh et al., 2003). He found early adolescence as characterized by same-sex
chumships. During this period interest in other-sex peers increases (e.g., Brown et al.,
1997; Furman & Shaffer, 2003; Millstein, 1993) but interest usually stays at the fantasy
stage (Welsh et al., 2003). By middle adolescence these same-sex cliques interact with
other opposite-sex cliques. Group dating primarily occurs at this stage. By late
adolescence and/or emerging adulthood we see the emergence of dyadic dating. More
recently, Shulman and Seiffge-Krenke (2001) described a linear or progressive
developmental progression of adolescent romantic relationships starting at the initiation
stage and moving towards affiliation, intimate, and committed stages. Their work has
turned more focus to intimacy development in adolescent romantic relationships.
Welsh et al. (2003) has described a developmental progression of romantic
relationships as occurring in three stages and has specified specific challenges associated
with each stage. Her research perspective comes from the negative side of romantic
relationships, as she argues it is within these contexts that maladaptive coping styles are
formed and cyclic patterns of clinical depression are initiated.
Infatuation Stage
Infatuation stage is the first stage in the development of romantic relationships
and is characterized by strong feelings of sexual interest (Welsh et al., 2003). Consistent
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with Dunphy’s (1963) findings, early adolescence typically characterizes this stage. The
main stressor or challenge associated with this stage is unreciprocated love. One-sided
feelings are common during this stage, but feelings can still be strong. This can lead to
misattributions or reading into signs that reinforce the fantasy. Other research on the
thoughts and emotions of adults in romantic relationships has shown that misattributions
are very common within the first few months of a dating relationship, often resulting in
anxiety, anger, and distrust (for a review, see Larson, Clore, & Woods, 1999).
Unreciprocated feelings during adolescence can lead to a decrease in self-esteem,
increase in despair and humiliation, feelings of inferiority, and a decrease in feelings of
desirability and attractiveness.
Dyadic Dating Stage
The second stage occurs primarily during middle and late adolescence. During
this stage the major challenges or stressors are the negotiation of sexual behaviors and
infidelity. By age 14, 25% of adolescents report having engaged in sexual intercourse,
which increases to 71% by age 18 (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994). In a large,
nationally representative sample of adolescents, one third of 7th-12th graders reported
having engaged in sexual intercourse for the first time within the first two months of a
romantic relationship. Adolescents who had already engaged in sexual intercourse (i.e.,
non-virgins) progressed to sexual intercourse more quickly in subsequent relationships:
73% progressed to intercourse within the first two months (Grello, Dickson, Welsh, &
Wintersteen, 2000). The majority of adolescents report having had sexual intercourse for
the first time with someone they were going steady with or someone they knew well and
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liked a lot (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). The peer group acceptance or rejection of sexual
behavior is strongly related to adolescents’ sexual decision making.
Fidelity within dyadic romantic relationships is a commonly held value and
expectation that remains true for adolescents as well as adults (Alan Guttmacher Institute,
1994). An exception for this exists among gay adolescent males, who typically do not
have an expectation for fidelity (Savin-Williams, 1998). Heterosexual male adolescents’
definitions of infidelity typically only include having sexual intercourse with another
person, whereas female adolescents also include a strong emotional bond with another
person as a violation (Roscoe, Cavanaugh, & Kennedy, 1988). Despite fidelity being a
commonly held expectation, violations of this are quite frequent: The majority of late
adolescents report having been in a romantic relationship where either their partner or
they had engaged in sexual behaviors with a third partner during their relationship
(Feldman & Cauffman, 1999). In addition, Feldman and Cauffman found relatively few
gender differences in actual acts of infidelity. In spite of high rates of sexual infidelity, a
very low tolerance of infidelity exists for both males and females. This paradox may stem
from competing and conflicting developmental demands of adolescence: Identity and
intimacy formation. The desire to experience freedom and explore many possibilities
(i.e., identity development) threatens their desire to make a commitment to another
person in a close, enduring relationship (i.e., intimacy development). A violation of
fidelity typically results in a termination of the relationship because a loss of trust and
loyalty has occurred (Feldman & Cauffman, 1999). The dyadic dating stage typically
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evolves into the final stage of adolescent romantic relationships: the termination or
breaking-up stage.
Termination Stage
Adolescent relationships are typically characterized as intense but short-lived
(Feiring, 1996). In this final developmental stage, the challenge or stressor is breaking up
(Welsh et al., 2003). Dating before marriage is a common expectation in US culture and
experiencing a number of break-ups is expected (Feiring, 1996). Although adolescent
relationships are short, the emotions are typically intense and the termination of the
relationship results in many negative emotions (Frazier & Cook, 1993). In a prospective
examination of the relationship between recent break-up and the onset of the first episode
of Major Depressive Disorder (MDD), Monroe, Rohde, Seeley, & Lewinsohn (1999)
found that approximately 50% of the adolescents who met the diagnostic criteria for
MDD had experienced the breakup of a romantic relationship within the preceding 12
months. However, this finding is difficult to interpret as we currently do not know the
percentage of breaking up in a normative sample of adolescents, and the literature
suggests that dating and breaking-up may be quite frequent (e.g., Feiring, 1996). Sexual
minority and heterosexual couples do not differ either in reasons for termination or in
distress (Kurdek, 1997).
Adolescent girls appear to be more susceptible to symptoms of depression, which
may be related to their coping style. Girls are more likely to ruminate in response to
depressive feelings, whereas boys are more proactive and adaptive (Welsh et al., 2003).
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Boys tend to fall in love more frequently, but when girls fall in love they tend to be more
committed and to hold more passionate feelings (Hatfield, Brinton, & Cornelius, 1989).
Typically, the adolescent who terminated the relationship experiences less distress
(Frazier & Cook, 1993). This is a result of this adolescent having more control and time
to prepare for the loss, more social support, and alternative romantic options (and
possibly having been less committed to the relationship). Psychological distress
following relationship dissolution subsides once adolescents initiate new romantic
relationships (Simpson, 1987). For both genders, social support helps facilitate recovery
in the long-run, but does little to relieve the initial distress (Frazier & Cook, 1993).
These three developmental stages are applied to the present dissertation in that the
studies focused on high school students (entering 10th through 12th grades), in which the
majority of participants had experienced the first stage (i.e., the infatuation stage) and had
moved into the dyadic dating and termination stages. The quantitative analyses (Study 1)
allowed for an examination of adolescents’ expectations for and actual shared activities
occurring within dyadic relationships; and the qualitative analyses (Study 2) allowed for
an examination of the types of challenges or stresses that exist within the context of
dyadic romantic relationships or experiences, from the perspective of adolescents.
Intimacy is Multidimensional
Previous approaches outlined above describe relational experiences as occurring
in a linear or progressive fashion. Relationships are initiated, progress towards greater
intimacy and exclusivity, and finally, are terminated. This dissertation takes a multidimensional approach in conceptualizing adolescent romantic relationships. Romantic
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relationships have different social, emotional, and physical patterns both across and
within individuals (e.g., Allen, 2004; Crissey, 2005). Innovative person-centered
approaches that have captured adolescent romance have included research on adolescent
sexual styles (Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996; Mcguire, in review). Person-oriented research
examines patterns of individual characteristics, rather than a variable-oriented approach
which typically examines how individual variables affect behavior (Bergman &
Magnusson, 1991).
Within the literature on adolescent sexuality, considerable variability among
adolescents in sexual practices is linked to differences in sexual styles arising from the
conception of the sexual self (Buzwell & Rosenthal, 1996). Buzwell and Rosenthal found
five distinct sexual styles among high school aged adolescents: sexually naïve, sexually
unassured, sexually competent, sexually adventurous, and sexually driven. These styles
emerged from patterns of sexual self characteristics (i.e., sexual self-esteem, sexual selfefficacy, and sexual attitudes) including their levels of sexual risk-taking. Mcguire’s (in
review) cluster analyses of adolescent sexual styles revealed a similar five-pattern result,
with an additional sexual style that emerged for boys (unsatisfied style). Mcguire’s sexual
style clusters featured sexual behavior patterns, importance and satisfaction with sexual
activity, and sexual coercion.
Although some research has taken a person-oriented approach towards adolescent
sexual styles, a similar approach has not been used in examining the ideal social and
emotional components of adolescents dating or romantic relationship styles. One study
interested in educational program effects on safe sex behavior examined identity and
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intimacy goals among college students (Sanderson & Cantor, 1995). Students with
predominantly identity goals had more casual dating and more sexual partners; longer
dating relationships were found among those with more intimacy goals. In addition,
college students sustained safer sex intentions when they received an educational
program in a goal-relevant context.
There are different types of relationships that vary along several dimensions,
including physical and emotional involvement, dyadic orientation, and intimacy
(Connolly & Goldberg, 1999; Crissey, 2005; Shulman & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001).
Crissey’s person-centered approach among 8th to 11th grade adolescents, using the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, examined social, emotional, and
physical relationship activities within the context of adolescent romantic and nonromantic relationships that were formed in the previous 18 months. Latent Class Analysis
was used to identify five clusters of heterosexual involvement, in order of frequency:
serious with sex, typically older adolescents in longer relationships who participated in
almost all social, emotional, and physical activities; serious without sex, typically
younger adolescents with slightly shorter relationships who had the second to greatest
amount of activity participation but less sexually oriented activities; group oriented,
typically the youngest participants who were in short to medium length relationships and
had less activity participation, did not go out alone, and had limited sexual contact;
physically oriented, typically the highest level of physical activity with low levels of
other activities in relationships of short to medium duration; and low involvement, a rare
category in which adolescents had little contact with their partner. Crissey examined
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ethnic differences among these relationship styles and found that Mexican-origin boys
were not significantly different from White boys in relationship type but that White girls
were significantly more likely than Mexican-origin girls to have a serious with sex
relationship. Crissey also found that more Mexican-origin girls, compared to White girls,
were in the low involvement category. This forward-thinking of conceptualizing
adolescent romantic relationship involvement as heterogeneous has influenced the
direction of this dissertation to conceptualize romantic relationships as multi-dimensional
rather than linear or progressive.
Correlates of Romantic Relationships
Adolescents who are involved in romantic relationships experience more conflict
(Collins, 2003), have more symptoms of depression (Welsh et al., 2003), and experience
stronger positive and negative emotions (Lerner, 1980). Being in a relationship has been
linked with higher rates of drug use and delinquency, but also more school involvement,
higher academic achievement, and higher self-esteem (Brown et al., 1997). These effects
were more pronounced among younger adolescents (i.e., 7th and 8th graders had
significantly more health-related deficits than 11th and 12th graders), and among
adolescents who spent more time with their romantic partner (Brown et al.). Only early
onset of sexual behavior (i.e., age 15 or earlier) is associated with a constellation of other
problem behaviors: early onset of smoking and drinking, illegal substance use, school
drop-out, and juvenile delinquency (Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1993; Jessor, 1987). Thus,
it may be that only “early” dating (relative to the peer norm) is associated with problem
behavior and emotional difficulties. However, due to the cross-sectional nature of these
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designs, we cannot conclude that the dating behavior itself is causing these deleterious
effects. It is possible that these “early” experimenters have higher rates of problem
behaviors prior to romantic involvement, and may actually be seeking out these
environments to compensate for their difficulties (e.g., escaping from poor family context
to obtain social support).
Welsh et al.’s (2003) concerns are that romantic relationships in adolescence may
act as a catalyst for maladaptive coping styles. Maladaptive coping styles in adulthood
are a major risk factor for developing depression. They find that when girls engage in
interpersonal conflict they are more likely than boys to concede and give in, and are
socially positively reinforced for this, whereas boys are negatively reinforced for this
same behavior. In Harper, Welsh, and Grello’s (2002) cross-sectional study, girls who
felt the greatest loss of their sense of self in their romantic relationships were
significantly more likely to report depressive symptoms compared to other adolescents.
Interestingly, adolescent boys were twice as likely to lose their sense of self in their
romantic relationships but, for boys, there was no correlation between loss of self and
depressive symptoms. Joyner and Udry (2000) found in their nationally representative
sample of adolescents (the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health or Add
Health) that the initiation of dating was linked to subsequent higher depression scores,
especially for girls. However, it appeared that this was due to higher levels of depression
already present at the first interview, rather than a change in depression between
interviews. This provides support for the view that relationship involvement may not be a
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cause of depressive symptoms, but rather that adolescents may enter into romantic
relationships as a way of escaping other problems.
Romantic relationships provide a context for sexual behaviors to occur. In
addition to early onset of sexual behaviors being associated with problem behaviors (e.g.,
drinking, smoking, illegal substance use, school drop out, delinquency; Brooks-Gunn &
Paikoff, 1993, Jessor, 1987) it is also associated with higher levels of depression
(especially for females; Welsh et al., 2003). Tubman, Windle and Windle’s (1996)
prospective study found that early childhood problem behaviors, early onset of alcohol
use, and higher preadolescent antisocial behavior were predictive of early onset of first
sexual intercourse. Adolescents who initiated sexual intercourse earlier had more
symptoms of depression, delinquent activities, alcohol problems, and lower GPA,
concurrently. Crockett, Bingham, Chopak and Vicary (1996) argue that the onset of
sexual intercourse is actually beneficial for psychological well-being if it occurs “ontime”, that is during late adolescence, where it is associated with more positive peer
relationships and higher academic involvement. Peer group rejection or acceptance of
sexual intercourse is highly related to adolescents’ decisions to abstain or transition to
sexual intercourse (Bearman & Bruckner, 1999; Graber, Brooks-Gunn, & Petersen,
1996). Girls’ first experiences with sexual intercourse are significantly more negative
than boys (Weiss, 1998). It is also important to consider all forms of sexual behaviors,
not just sexual intercourse. Rostosky and colleagues (Rostosky, Galliher, Welsh, &
Kawaguichi, 2000) found that distinct sexual behaviors were related in very different
ways to the couple members’ individual and relational functioning. More affectionate
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sexual behaviors (e.g., kissing, hand-holding and light petting) were associated with more
committed and more intimate relationships.
Other studies that have attempted to identify precursors of romantic relationship
involvement and its developmental effects have turned to attachment theory as an
explanatory tool (e.g., Furman and Wehner, 1994; 1997). Attachment models emphasize
how familial relationships transfer to extra-familial relationships. The theoretical focus of
my dissertation is based more on the dyadic sexual relationship; however, the literature
using attachment theory will be reviewed given its relevance to the progression of our
understanding of adolescent romance. A large body of literature has used attachment
theories to explain well-being in adult romantic relationships. Bowlby (1969) explained
that an individual’s internal representations of relationships (e.g., preconceptions, beliefs
and expectations) are a result of past relationship experiences (e.g., parent-child
attachment). Furman and Wehner (1994, 1997) used this idea to propose a developmental
theory that explains interaction processes in adolescent romantic relationships. Furman
and Wehner predicted, based on Bowlby’s (1969) attachment theory, that adolescents’
interactions with their partners would be based on their internal representations of
relationships (expectations and beliefs of relationships based on their past relationships)
and that their interpretations of interactions with romantic partners would also be
influenced by their internal representations of relationships. Adolescent couples that held
divergent interpretations of interactions experienced higher symptoms of depression and
poorer romantic relationship quality. This may have implications for Study 1:
adolescents’ internal representations of relationships (i.e., beliefs and expectations for an
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ideal romantic relationship) should be positively related to their interpretations of their
real romantic relationships.
Furman and Wehner (1994, 1997) classified adolescents’ internal representations
of relationships into secure, dismissing and pre-occupied styles following constructs
developed for infants (Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978). Adolescents who had
insecure attachments were more likely to interact negatively with their partner, to
interpret their interactions with their partners as negative, and subsequently to interact
negatively with their partner. Thus, Furman’s work helped provide evidence for the view
that negative aspects of relationships can reside in the relationship styles of individuals.
Welsh et al. (2003) posits that attachment models on romantic relationships predict that
individual qualities that adolescent couple members bring to their romantic relationships
(i.e., their beliefs and expectations of relationships formed from their prior experiences of
relationships) will be related to the nature of their current romantic relationships, their
interactions within the context of these current romantic relationships, and their
subjective understanding of these interactions. In that way, adolescents’ interactions with
romantic partners can be cyclical and self-fulfilling.
The adverse effects of being involved in romantic relationships appear to be
particularly pronounced in younger adolescence. Some research has suggested that these
adolescents may select into relationships as a way of escaping adverse family
environments (Brown et al., 1997; Furman & Shaffer, 2003). However, methodological
constraints (e.g., cross-sectional designs) make causal conclusions about the effects of
family on adolescent romantic relationships difficult. High conflict in families is
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correlated with adolescent involvement with the opposite sex (Furman & Shaffer, 2003).
Some explanations for this have been attributed to issues of autonomy (autonomy is a
developmental task primarily occurring in early adolescence through young adulthood in
which adolescents come to rely on the self rather than parental approval; Youniss &
Smollar, 1985). Parents may try to exert control over the romantic relationship because
they are concerned about health or emotional risks (e.g., pregnancy, rejection); whereas
adolescents feel this should be a personal decision (Smetana, Daddis, & Chuang, 1993).
In late adolescence, parents may feel threatened by the romantic partner as adolescents
are more likely to turn to romantic partners for support (Youniss & Smollar, 1985). Thus,
renegotiation of the parent-child relationship may be necessary. However, research has
shown that late adolescents involved in high quality romantic relationships typically have
more positive mood states and more positive interactions within their familial
relationships (Furman & Shaffer, 2003).
In addition to parent-child relationships, peer relationships are also affected by
adolescent romantic relationships. Adolescents sometimes experience increased conflict
with peers because the time they have available to spend with their friends has decreased
(Brown et al., 1997). Sometimes the choice between peers and romantic relationships can
be a source of conflict between the adolescent and the peers or partner (Furman &
Shaffer, 2003). Also, a boyfriend or girlfriend typically becomes part of the adolescent’s
social network, and if the relationship becomes serious, mutual friendships develop
(Milardo, 1982). An adolescents’ standing in his or her peer group is also affected by
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their choice of romantic partner (i.e., level of physical attractiveness, popularity; Brown
et al., 1997).
At the same time, however, the quality of friendships typically increases because
adolescents involved in romantic relationships learn qualities of emotional support and
intimacy, particularly for males (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). In addition, there is some
speculation that romantic relationships indirectly suppress risk-taking behavior among
boys, as these behaviors typically occur within same-sex cliques (Brown et al., 1997).
What is clear is that the quality of the relationships adolescents hold with his or her
family, peers, and romantic partner are all reciprocally related. What remains unclear are
the causal mechanisms involved, as all of the research on the links between these
relationships have been correlational and measured at one time point (Furman & Shaffer,
2003).
The extent to which romantic relationships foster positive development depends
to a large extent on the quality of the relationship – the most relevant dimensions for
adolescents being intimacy and emotional support (Diamond, 2003). Many factors
influence the degree of intimacy and support in a romantic relationship, including the
relationships length, the partners’ respective behavioral styles, and their interpersonal
skills. Adolescents who have mastery over the multiple interpersonal skills that are
necessary to maintain a positive, mutually supportive, and intimate romantic relationship
also have higher quality early childhood experiences and early adolescent peer
interactions (Masten, Coatsworth, Neemann, Gest, Tellegen, & Garmezy, 1995). Thus, it
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is important for researchers to understand various dimensions that underlie adolescent
romantic relationships and not simply whether adolescents are in a relationship or not.
The present study attempts to present a more complete understanding of
adolescent romantic relationships by examining how ideal beliefs and expectations for
romantic relationships match actual content within adolescent romantic relationships
(Study 1) and by examining the meaning of romantic relationships in adolescents’ lives,
including perceptions of positive and negative consequences (Study 2). By using both
prospective (Study 1) and qualitative (Study 2) designs, previous cross-sectional findings
can be challenged in new and innovative ways. One significant contribution this
dissertation makes to the literature is its emphasis on both relational and individual
outcomes. The effects of adolescent romantic relationships are analyzed at the individual
level (e.g., individual beliefs and expectations, positive and negative consequences
experienced by the individual as a result of being in a romantic relationship) and the
relational level (e.g., impact of romantic relationships on peer and parent-child
relationships, types of activities occurring within romantic relationships).
RELATIONAL VERSUS INDIVIDUAL OUTCOMES
It is important for researchers to take a dyadic approach when studying
interpersonal relationships, rather than studying relationships from an individualistic
perspective, in order to increase our understandings of relational phenomena (Thompson
& Walker, 1982). However, simply having observations from two partners does not make
the study dyadic. A key element is to distinguish between research on the individual in a
romantic relationship and the romantic relationship as a dyad (Furman, Feiring, &
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Brown, 1999). When the unit of analysis is the relationship the problem or understanding
has to be at the level of the relationship (i.e., the pattern between the two individuals),
reports from one or both members of the relationship are required, and the data
conclusions need to refer to the relationship (Thompson & Walker, 1982). All
components of the study need to be at the dyadic level in order for it to be considered
dyadic research. For example, people have values, opinions, and needs, whereas
relationships have norms, rules and power. The property of the dyad must reflect the
interdependence between members. The focus within this dissertation is both at the
individual and the dyadic level.
Most of the theoretical and empirical work to date has focused on the individual,
and relatively little exists concerning relationships in adolescence. Social competencies
are usually conceptualized as characteristics of the individual, and yet characteristics of
the relationship (patterns of social interaction) are what is typically measured (Furman et
al., 1999). More research is also needed on how the individual and dyadic levels interface
(i.e., how partner’s characteristics may moderate the effect of an individual’s
characteristics on the pattern of interaction). Previous research has theorized more about
how an individual’s characteristics affect a relationship rather than on how relationship
experiences may affect individuals. Furman and colleagues recommends that researchers
should consider the influence that romantic relationships have on other close
relationships (e.g., peers, parents) and that the relational components may serve certain
developmental functions (e.g., autonomy processes, security, fulfillment, validation,
identity development).

61

Researchers concerned with the development of adolescents have typically
focuses on individual level outcomes (e.g., academic achievement, depression,
delinquency) even when studying variables that are dyadic in nature. For example,
research concerned with adolescent romantic relationships typically focus on their impact
on individual functioning (e.g., problem behaviors, academic achievement), rather than
their impact on relational functioning (e.g., relationship satisfaction, quality). However,
the quality of adolescents’ romantic relationships indirectly has an impact on adolescents’
individual development (e.g., Diamond, 2003). Thus, researchers interested in the health
and well-being of adolescents need to be concerned with relational level outcomes of
adolescent romantic relationships. Further, adolescent romantic relationships can affect
other relationships in the lives of adolescents (e.g., peer relations, parent-child relations;
Brown et al., 1997), which in turn are influential on individual functioning. In order to
progress in our understandings of inherently dyadic phenomena (i.e., romantic
relationships), it is important to include relational or dyadic measures in our outcomes.
The present study attempts to address these needs by examining shared behavioral
activities occurring within adolescent romantic relationships (Study 1), and by analyzing
verbal descriptions of relationship content and its impact on other significant
relationships (Study 2). In both studies the adolescent is the sole reporter, but he or she
reports on shared relationship activities and content.
IDEAL TO REAL RELATIONSHIP DISCREPANCIES
In addition to real romantic experiences, many adolescents hold relationship
expectancies or ideal beliefs for romantic relationships even before they experience a
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romantic relationship. As previously reviewed, children surveyed in the 5th grade have
already developed differentiated and distinct expectations for friends and romantic
partners (Conolly & Johnson, 1996). This is relevant as ideal romantic relationship
beliefs may be significantly related to actual behavior. This possibility is drawn from
research on other social behaviors. The importance of expectations for behavior is
consistent with theories of reasoned action or planned behavior (e.g., drinking behavior,
Ajzen, 1991) and from attitude-behavior literatures. For example, a meta-analysis of
attitude-behavior research revealed a strong significant association between attitudes and
behavior (r=.79) although several mediators were identified (namely, behavioral
intentions; Kim & Hunter, 1993).
In addition to research on other social behaviors, the major theoretical
perspectives used by the present study, symbolic interaction theory and contemporary
developmental theory, support the study of ideal and real romantic relationship activities.
Symbolic interaction theory postulates that behavioral expectations are developed upon
recognition of a social role or identity (Stryker, 1968; Turner, 1962). Adolescents
develop expectations for behaviors in romantic relationships through interactions with
peers, family, and the larger cultural context (e.g., media). From this perspective it is
expected that adolescents’ actual behaviors in romantic relationships would match with
their beliefs for ideal romantic relationships as this would validate their subjective
realities. Discrepancies between ideal and real romantic relationship activities would
result in internal conflict within the individual. Similarly, contemporary developmental
theory would support the perspective that belief systems are significantly related to actual
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behaviors, but that these behaviors would in turn influence the individuals’ belief system
(Lerner & Castellino, 2002). This theoretical perspective emphasizes person-context
interactions and the reciprocal or bidirectional nature of these interactions.
In the adult literature on romantic relationships, personal happiness in
relationships is contingent on individuals’ perceptions of their partners’ behaviors,
values, and beliefs (Murray, Holmes, Bellavia, Griffin, & Dolderman, 2002).
Discrepancies between participants’ own beliefs and partners beliefs results in less
marital satisfaction. In other words, perceptions of similarity coincided in increased
happiness in adult intimate relationships. Attachment theorists argue that individuals with
a stronger sense of self-worth set higher ideals and expect more from a romantic partner
(e.g., Bowlby, 1969). One study found that couples tended to be happier and experienced
less conflict when they each held high ideals or expectations for their partner (Murray,
Holmes, & Griffin, 1996). Even measured over time, these relationships became more
satisfying and less distressing when couples idealized one another the most, not when
they more accurately understood one another’s weaknesses.
From these literatures, it is expected that adolescents in the present study who had
higher or more positive ideals, would experience less discrepancies between their ideal
and real romantic relationship activities. Individuals who hold positive ideals tend to
perceive more similarity or consistency between their beliefs and behaviors (e.g., Murray
et al., 1996). The present study examines ideal relationship styles, discrepancies between
ideal and real romantic relationships, and how ideal relationship styles predict
discrepancies.
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LIMITATIONS IN EXISTING LITERATURE
Romantic relationships are both normative and salient during the adolescent
years. However, research that has been conducted on adolescent romance has come with
several limitations that limit our understanding of these important and significant
relationships. Collins (2003) outlines three myths that have plagued and truncated the
literature on the study of romantic relationships in adolescence.
Adolescent Relationships are Trivial and Transient
The first myth is that adolescent relationships are trivial and transient. Evidence
for both of these claims point to the contrary. When adolescents were asked if they have
been in a long-term romantic relationship (defined as 11 months or longer), 20% of 14
year-olds and 60% of 18 year olds say they have (Add Health; Carver, Joyner, & Udry,
2003). As previously reviewed, at 12 years, 25% say they have someone special they are
romantically involved with and this increases to 75% by age 18. Having a boyfriend or
girlfriend is significant to these adolescents as they describe themselves as a couple to
others and have typically met each others’ parents (Carver et al.). In addition, adolescent
relationships are similar to adult relationships in the importance of commitment,
companionship, and passion to relationship satisfaction (Levesque, 1993).
Moreover, adolescent romantic relationships are certainly not trivial. Using
experience sampling methods in which adolescents carry pagers for one week and are
paged at random times throughout the day to report on their thoughts and emotions
(approximately 35-70 self-reports a week), Larson and colleagues (e.g., 1999) show that
high school aged girls (boys) spend about 34% (25%) of their time thinking about real or

65

fantasized relationships. Adolescents experience wider mood swings than adults, and this
is particularly marked for those involved in a romantic relationship (Larson,
Csikszentmihalyi, & Graef, 1980). The majority of emotions attributed to romantic
relationships are positive, however, a substantial minority (42%) are negative.
Romantic Relationships are Redundant
The second myth is that romantic relationships are redundant with other
relationships (i.e., peer or parent-child relationships). This claim is based on some crosssectional research that has found peer relations to have similar correlates as romantic
relations with other behaviors (e.g., greater school involvement, more delinquency).
However, Collins (2003) argues that there is not sufficient research in this area to make
this claim. Significant differences in the definitions of romantic relationships versus close
friendships imply that these have significant unique effects of development. Even
children as young as 9 years old have differentiated expectations of friends and romantic
partners (Connolly et al., 1999). In contrast to the kinship bonds that typify parent-child
relationships, romantic relationships are voluntary and symmetrical. Each partner is
dependent on the other, whereas the dependency of the child on parent is asymmetrical
(Collins & Sroufe, 1999). In contrast to friendships, the reciprocal dependency of
romantic partners is typically greater and more extensive. Unlike any of these other types
of close relationships, romantic relationships are marked by an amalgamation of love,
passion, and actual or anticipated sexual activity. Friendship may be caring and
passionate as well (Diamond, 2000), but romantic partners are likely to either express
their passion in sexual activity or at least anticipate that shared feelings of love and
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passion will be expressed sexually at some future time (Brown et al., 1999; Collins &
Sroufe, 1999; Reis & Shaver, 1988). However, difficulties in the operalization of
romantic relationships also occur because often the line between friendships and romantic
relationships are blurred in reality (e.g., Diamond, 2000).
Relationships Forecast Maladaptation
The final myth is that adolescent romantic relationships forecast maladaptation.
As previously discussed, it is true that considerable evidence points to early involvement
in dating as part of a cluster of adaptation-related measures (Collins, 2003), such as
behavior problems, alcohol use, and school difficulties (e.g., Davies & Windle, 2000;
Neeman, Hubbard, & Masten, 1995). However, focusing on only problem outcomes
distorts the picture of romantic relationships as a feature of adolescent development.
Being involved in a romantic relationship comes with many positive (e.g., increased selfesteem) as well as negative consequences (e.g., symptoms of depression; for a review see
Furman & Shaffer, 2003), but when risks exist there is typically compelling evidence of
moderator effects and mediator effects that specify the conditions under which the risk is
especially great (Zimmer-Gembeck, Siebenbruner, & Collins, 2001). Zimmer-Gembeck
and colleagues found that externalizing behaviors increased from ages 12 to 16 for those
adolescents who had dated more frequent dating partners compared to those who dated
fewer people.
Despite the positive and negative consequences associated with romantic
relationships, dating is part of the US cultural expectations and is quite normative and
salient among adolescents, thus researchers need to address both the desired for these
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experiences among adolescents and the resulting advantages and disadvantages.
Adolescent heterosexual intimate relationships are often viewed as risky rather than
simply as developmental (Russell & Consolacion, 2003). Adolescence is the time when
adult roles are explored, thus involvement in romantic relationships is developmentally
adaptive and appropriate, although it involves high-risk (Russell & Consolacion, 2003).
FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The following section outlines how future research is needed to focus on the
following areas: adolescent romantic relationships, as it falls behind the available
research on peer and parent-child relationships in adolescence; characteristics, quality,
and other unknown dimensions of adolescent romantic relationships, as previous research
on adolescent romantic relationships has focused on sexual intercourse; longitudinal and
qualitative methods, in order to understand precursors of involvement and their meanings
to adolescents. Finally, Collins (2003) offers a five feature framework in which
researchers can use to expand the literature on adolescent romantic relationships.
Firstly, more research is needed on adolescent romantic relationships in general.
Furman and Shaffer (2003) have criticized the literature on adolescent development for
focusing primarily on adolescents’ relationships with their peers and their relationships
with their parents. Although crushes and dating relationships are among the most
common topics of conversation in adolescence (Furman & Shaffer, 2003), and result in
extreme positive and negative mood states (Larson et al., 1999), research is still lacking
in this area. Secondly, most research on adolescent romantic relationships has focused
primarily on sexual intercourse (Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1993) primarily due to the
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obvious health risks (e.g., pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases) and cost to society
(e.g., increased dependence on social services). Although attention to this aspect of
romantic involvement is of definite concern, research in this area needs to focus more on
the specific mechanisms involved in this process (e.g., decision-making in adolescence,
Brooks-Gunn & Paikoff, 1993), including understanding the values, desires and contexts
within which these relations occur. For example, Beyth-Marom and Fischhoff (1997)
tested a decision-making model among adolescents and adults and suggested that it is the
values adolescents place on the consequences of decisions that differ from adults, rather
than their reasoning process, as by midadolescence cognitive processes are similar to
adults (e.g., Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff, 1993; Crockett & Petersen, 1993; Petersen &
Leffert, 1995). Research has been lacking in examining how adolescents and adults value
these consequences (e.g., Millstein & Halpern-Felsher, 2002). For example, some
individuals may not mind risk of physical harm (e.g., going skydiving) but may mind
social risk (e.g., asking someone out on a date).
Thirdly, from a methodological perspective, more longitudinal (Collins, 2003;
Furman & Shaffer, 2003) and qualitative studies (Millstein, 1993) are needed. Most
extant research on adolescent relationships is almost exclusively correlational—measured
at one point in time. Cross-sectional designs such as these make interpretations of the
results difficult as the direction of effects are difficult to determine. Current evidence
hints that bidirectional effects are present (e.g., symptoms of depression; Joyner & Udry;
2000), but these processes are not well defined. Longitudinal, or prospective studies are
needed in order to disentangle these effects. Furthermore, research within this field has
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been largely led by quantitative methods. This has been viewed as a disadvantage by
some (e.g., Millstein, 1993) as researchers do not yet understand how romantic
relationships are viewed from the perspective of the adolescent. For example, adolescents
typically are asked to respond to measures that have been developed from adult samples.
Researchers may not be capturing important aspects that are unique to this developmental
period, or use language that has differential meanings to adolescents. In addition, the use
of language in measures has been questionable, where the wording has been interpreted
in various ways (e.g., Beyth-Marom & Fischhoff, 1997). In the present dissertation,
adolescents are asked to describe what the meaning of being in a “romantic relationship”
is (Study 2), which is pertinent for interpreting the results from the large, quantitative
survey data that uses the same language (Study 1). Research that uses a qualitative design
allows for a more accurate description of important aspects of romantic relationships to
adolescents because it allows them to explain their meanings in their own words
(Millstein, 1993).
Collins (2003) outlines a five-feature framework in how we should organize
future research on romantic relationships. Research on involvement has been the most
frequent. This includes aspects such as whether or not an adolescent is involved in a
romantic relationship, the age of involvement, the duration of the relationship, the
frequency of the relationship, and the consistency of the relationship. These measures are
limited by itself because they reveal little about the nature of the experiences of those
relationships – where the content and quality varies widely, both within and across
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people. Future research is directed towards examining features of relationships
themselves in order to examine what it means to be involved in a romantic relationship.
Research on partner selection has been more limited (Collins, 2003).
Methodological concerns arise because many studies are cross-sectional and participants
are already in romantic relationships, thus significant memory bias comes into play where
participants are required to remember why they originally selected that partner. However,
given the methodological constraints, research has found that, like adults, boys are likely
to choose partners that are either the same age or younger, and girls are likely to choose
partners that are older (Carver et al., 2003). Younger adolescents are more likely to
choose partners that will increase their status and of whom their peers will approve,
whereas older adolescents are more likely to choose partners based on traits underlying
intimacy and compatibility (Furman & Shaffer, 2003). Longitudinal research on partner
selection will help to distinguish whether the correlation between involvement in
romantic relationships and negative patterns of behavior and emotion are attributable to
the characteristics of partners, rather than to involvement per se.
There is a significant gap in the literature on the content of adolescent
relationships. Content refers to the types of shared activities involved in romantic
relationships (e.g., what partners do together, how they spend time, diversity of activities,
situations avoided). Significant variation exists in the variety of shared activities, and
many of these activities bear on the relationship itself (e.g., communicating, completing
tasks together, enjoying common recreational activities; Berscheid, Snyder, & Omoto,
1989). Even when examining sexual activity in predicting long-term outcomes, it is much
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less important to know that partners engaged in sexual intercourse than to know that their
relationship is comprised exclusively of having sex together (Collins, 2003).
Related to that issue is the hole in the literature on the quality of adolescent
romantic relationships. The quality refers to the degree to which the relationship provides
generally beneficent experiences; high quality relationships are marked by intimacy,
affection, and nurturance (Collins, 2003). A recent longitudinal study of German
adolescents (Seiffge-Krenke & Lang, 2002) found a positive association between the
quality of romantic relationships in middle adolescence and commitment to other
relationships in young adulthood. Some studies have suggested that adolescents and
adults view similar relationship qualities as indicators of relationship satisfaction (e.g.,
commitment, communication, companionship, and passion; Levesque, 1993), but our
knowledge beyond that is limited.
Finally, research on the cognitive and emotional processes involved in romantic
relationships has been tested mainly in the adult populations. This area involves
understanding how internal representations or understandings of relationships (e.g.,
expectations, preconceptions, and beliefs) are formed. If researchers are able to gain a
more complete understanding of adolescents’ thought and emotional processes, they may
have a better opportunity to change maladaptive beliefs during adolescence, rather than
adulthood, where belief systems are more malleable. According to contemporary
developmental theory (Lerner & Castellino, 2002) the relative plasticity for change will
vary across the lifespan, thus researchers and practitioners efforts are better directed at
challenging any detrimental internal representations of romantic relationship in
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adolescence when there is an increased biological capacity for change, rather than later
adulthood.
The significant contribution of the present dissertation is that it extends current
research in multiple ways. Firstly, it addresses the three outlined directions for future
research by focusing both studies on adolescent romantic relationships; by taking a more
in-depth analysis to the study of romantic relationships, not just on sexual behaviors; and
by using both longitudinal and qualitative methods to achieve these goals. This
dissertation also takes the recommendations of Collins (2003) five-feature framework.
The first part of the dissertation focuses on the ideology of romantic relationships, and
the cognitive and emotional processes involved in romantic relationships; whereas the
second part focuses on an in-depth examination of romantic relationship involvement,
partner selection, and the quality of romantic relationships, in addition to the content and
cognitive and emotional processes.
PRESENT STUDY
The research goals of this dissertation are 1) to investigate how ideal beliefs and
expectations for activities in adolescent romantic relationships match real adolescent
romantic relationship activities concurrently and one year later predicted from ideal
romantic relationship styles, and 2) to further develop our understanding of the meaning
of romantic relationships to adolescents. Two distinct methodological approaches and
types of analyses are used to examine the research questions among White and Latino
high school adolescents. Study 1 employs a large, nationally representative longitudinal
design, and Study 2 uses qualitative focus group methodology.
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Study 1
A large, nationally representative, quantitative longitudinal design was used to
examine the research goals described for the first part of the dissertation. The research
goal of Study 1 was to investigate how ideal beliefs and expectations for activities in
adolescent romantic relationships match real adolescent romantic relationship activities
concurrently and one year later, predicted from high school student’s ideal relationship
styles. At wave I of the study, adolescents were asked to describe social, emotional, and
physical dimensions of their ideal romantic relationships. Concurrently, and
approximately one year later (Wave II), adolescents were asked parallel sets of items;
only they were asked to indicate if these same activities actually occurred in their real
romantic relationships. Study 1 empirically tests whether adolescents’ expectations for
ideal relationships match with their real romantic relationships, and how this varies based
on ideal romantic relationship styles (Wave I).
As previously reviewed, researchers have identified different types of
relationships by how they vary along several dimensions, including physical and
emotional involvement, dyadic orientation, and intimacy (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999;
Shulman & Seiffge-Krenke, 2001). These types may be differentially associated with
individual and relational functioning in young adulthood (Crissey, 2005). Latent Class
Analysis (LCA) is one type of analysis that can be used to identify these ideal
relationship styles.
Study 1 examined different types of ideal romantic relationships, and its
association to ideal - real difference scores (concurrently, and one year later).
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Adolescents are classified into different ideal relationship types and their ideal
relationship style is a predictor of the match between ideal and real romantic relationship
activities. The identification of relationship types will allow researchers to better target
interventions for healthy relationship functioning. Participant demographic information is
also compared across relationship type. Similar to previous studies interested in
identifying types or classes of participants, LCA is the method of analysis (e.g., Crissey,
2005; Osgood et al., 2005). Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2001) software is used in
order to estimate latent classes. Participants are assigned to the class of their highest
probable membership. Specifically, the present study tests 1) ideal romantic relationship
styles based on ideal social, emotional and physical relationship activities, and 2) how
ideal relationship styles predict the match between ideal and real shared relationship
characteristics concurrently, and one year later.
Study 2
The research goals of Study 2 were to define the romantic relationship construct
and assess the meaning it had to White and Latino high school adolescents. A qualitative
approach was used in which focus groups were the method of data collection. Focus
groups were chosen based on the purpose of the study, the expected outcomes of the
research, the constraints of the setting, the subjects, and the resources available (Morse &
Field, 1995). The results gained from using this particular method provide a different
perspective on the phenomenon than if an alternative qualitative method was used (e.g.,
one-on-one interviews). In focus groups, participants are provided the opportunity to
consider and reflect on other adolescents’ perspectives and experiences. The emergent
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descriptions of romantic relationships were not predicted based on pre-existing themes.
Symbolic interaction theory dictates that reality is experienced through the symbols or
shared meanings that society has constructed (Berger & Kellner, 1964), thus it is
important to discover how its members (i.e., adolescents) live within this reality. As
argued previously, reality is socially constructed (Berger & Kellner, 1964), thus a
qualitative approach may be necessary in order to capture the meanings of these
relationships from the point of view of adolescents (Millstein, 1993).
The data were analyzed by comparing and contrasting emerging themes that
occurred across the groups using QSR NVivo software (Gibbs, 2002). Participants were
asked questions such as: what it means to be in a romantic relationship; what his or her
ideal romantic relationship is; what are the difficulties of being in a romantic relationship.
The purpose of conducting Study 1 and 2 was in order for each to inform each
other and provide a more complete investigation of adolescent romantic relationships. In
Study 1, adolescents were asked to indicate whether or not they are currently in a
“romantic relationship” prior to responding to the real relationship activity variables. No
research has been done that identifies what this concept (i.e., of being in a romantic
relationship) means to adolescents or how they respond to this item. Study 2 examined
adolescents’ interpretations of what a “romantic relationship” means. Similarly, Study 1
examined adolescents’ ideas of what they would like to happen in an ideal relationship.
In this study, the data is limited because adolescents were only asked to respond to
activity variables they would or would not share with a romantic partner. Study 2 allowed
for a more systematic, complete, context-rich and meaningful in-depth investigation of
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what adolescents view as ideal in a romantic relationship. Two benefits of Study 1 are the
large sample size and longitudinal design, which allowed for both generalizability of the
findings across other high school aged adolescents, and identification of precursors of
romantic relationship involvement. The results for these two studies are presented
separately, but are used to inform each other in the discussion section.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
MULTIPLE APPROACHES TO STUDY ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS
A multi-method perspective is the most desirable approach in social science
research (Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). Researchers in the social science field are
frequently faced with highly complex, abstract, and “nonvisible” constructs that must be
estimated from fallible and biased measurement systems. This bias is maximized when
constructs are estimated by one measure from one source with one method at one point in
time. By “averaging out” the limitations and biases from any one single source and
method we aspire towards a stable, well-defined construct that is not tied to any one
source or method (Wampler & Halverson, 1993). That is, using several methods together
helps correct for the inevitable biases that are present in each method (Reichardt & Cook,
1979). Qualitative and quantitative methods each offer insights that neither one could
provide alone.
Within the field of human and social sciences, significant value is placed on
detachment, objectivity, and rationality (Henwood, 1996). Quantitative measurement is
defined as the assignment of numerical values to constructs, and is appropriate when the
basic parameters of the phenomenon are understood to the degree that the indicators of a
construct can be well-defined (Wampler & Halverson, 1993). On the other hand,
qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to its subject matter
where a wide range of methods can be employed. That is, researchers study subjects in
their natural settings in order to interpret and make sense of phenomena in terms of the
meanings people bring to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).
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Qualitative research methods are most useful when the researcher is interested in
addressing theoretical questions about meanings, understandings, perceptions, and other
subjectivities. Qualitative strategies are also advantageous in studying topics where
feelings, thoughts, meanings, and accounts are complex, qualified, ambivalent,
situational, or different at different times (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Notably, the
methodology allows extensive probing in areas that have not been well studied.
Qualitative research places an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on
processes and meanings that are not rigorously examined, or measured in terms of
quantity, amount, intensity, or frequency. One of the primary purposes of qualitative
research is to develop rich descriptions (Morse & Field, 1995). Here, the socially
constructed nature of reality is emphasized, where questions stem from a desire to
understand how social experience is created and given meaning.
Contrasting to the measurement of processes, quantitative research emphasizes
the measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000). Quantitative measures are recommended when comparisons across
groups are desired, and the researcher desires the ability to make generalizations to
specific populations of certain characteristics (Wampler & Halverson, 1993). In
qualitative research, less emphasis is placed on sample representativeness (and therefore
generalizations cannot be made) and more importance is placed on demonstrating that
some phenomenon exists, developing a theory, showing the complexity and richness of
life in some area, or providing qualitative illustrations. Some researchers claim that
validity is more accurately determined by examining the internal patterning and
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coherence of a complex set of interviews without rigorous quantification (Rosenblatt &
Fischer, 1993). That is, validity is more meaningful if it is described in more context-rich
ways, rather than for the purposes of generalizations outside the group.
The limitations of qualitative research are that they are labor intensive and costly
in terms of time and energy, which tends to limit sample size (Reichardt & Cook, 1979;
Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). In addition, researcher bias is a concern because the
researcher selects, organizes, interprets, and summarizes the material. However,
researcher selectivity is also present in quantitative research where there is a great deal of
initial selectivity in deciding what to study and these data do not push the researcher to
new ideas of what is interesting and important. Qualitative research will “always be at the
leading edge because people’s verbal account of their own life couched in their own
terms always take us beyond our theories…” (Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993, p. 175).
Focus groups are a qualitative method of data collection with the underlying
premise that attitudes and perceptions are not developed in isolation but through
interaction with other people (Morse & Field, 1995). Several focus groups are used in
order to gain a more complete range of beliefs and values that will be represented in the
population under study, thus the aim is to have heterogeneity (e.g., gender, ethnicity)
between the groups (Morse & Field, 1995). The purpose of the focus group is to obtain
members’ opinions about the phenomena of interest (Morse & Field, 1995).
This dissertation used a multi-method perspective by using both quantitative and
qualitative methods, thereby maximizing the benefits of both methodologies. Study 1 and
Study 2 pose fundamental research questions on adolescent romance from two distinct
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perspectives. Study 1 drew from a large, nationally representative data set, creating more
allowances for comparisons across participants and populations (i.e., greater external
validity). External validity is the ability to generalize from a relationship observed in one
set of data to other potential data sets that might have been observed but were not (Baltes,
Reese, & Nesselroade, 1988). Study 2 examined the construct of “romantic relationships”
from the descriptions of adolescents’ using their own words, leading to a more in-depth
and context-rich analysis. These two methodological approaches inform each other to
answer distinct, yet inevitably related, fundamental research questions relevant to the
present dissertation, that is, understanding the meaning of romantic relationships among
high school aged adolescents.
CROSS-SECTIONAL AND LONGITUDINAL DESIGNS
A design that includes data from participants at varying ages at one point in time
is cross-sectional, where differences in age groups are observed and compared at one
point in time. In comparison, a longitudinal design follows the same individuals through
multiple age levels with repeated observations (Baltes et al., 1988). The main advantage
of using longitudinal designs is that you can assess age changes, whereas a crosssectional design only allows you to assess age differences. Thus, while a cross-sectional
design is limited to group averages and interindividual differences, longitudinal designs
allow an assessment of intraindividual change (i.e., within-person differences in the same
behavior across time) and interindividual differences (i.e., differences between
individuals in a given behavior at one point in time) in intraindividual change.
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Cross sectional studies have confounding effects between age changes and cohort
differences (Baltes, et al., 1988). For example, a cross-sectional study could conclude that
older adolescents have higher levels of involvement in romantic relationships than early
adolescents (e.g, 25% of 12 year olds report being involved in a romantic relationship
compared to 75% of 18 year olds, Collins, 2003) but they may or may not be causally
linked. That is, the older cohort of adolescents may have had consistently higher levels of
dating, rather than a change in dating involvement occurring over time. Longitudinal
studies do not allow one to assess causation, but they allow one to examine the existing
precursors prior to the onset of an event (e.g., young adults who have high levels of
depression may have had more romantic relationships as an adolescent).
A primary strength of the longitudinal nature of Study 1 is that it allowed for
identification of precursors of involvement in adolescent romantic relationships. This
type of design allows us to question whether associations that have typically been found
concurrently (e.g., romantic relationship involvement and depression) are pre-conditions
(e.g., romantic relationship involvement predicts depression). The present study
examined ideal relationship involvement and its association with real relationship
involvement, based on ideal romantic relationship styles, which has not been explored
concurrently or predictively.
Study 2 has a cross-sectional design, where the findings are primarily descriptive
(i.e., what does it mean to be in a romantic relationship) and are used to make
comparisons across different groups of the adolescents sampled (i.e., gender, ethnicity).
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This type of design allowed for comparisons as data was collected from different
types/groups of participants at the same time point.
STUDY 1
Sample and Procedure
Data for Study 1 came from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (Add Health), a nationally representative survey of students in the 7th through 12th
grades (N=20,774; Udry, 2003). Add Health is a school-based, longitudinal study of the
health-related behaviors of adolescents across the United States (including Hawaii and
Alaska) and their outcomes in young adulthood (Harris et al., 2003). Laptop computers
were used during data collection in lieu of paper questionnaires.
The school sample from Wave I is a stratified, random sample of all high schools
in the US (conducted in the 1994-1995 school year). A school was eligible for the sample
if it included an 11th grade and had a minimum enrollment of 30 students. A sample of 80
high schools and 52 middle schools from the US was selected with unequal probability of
selection. Incorporating systematic sampling methods and implicit stratification into the
Add Health study design ensured that this sample is representative of US schools with
respect to region of country, urbanicity, school size, school type, and ethnicity. An inhome sample of 27,000 adolescents was drawn from the in-school sample, which
consisted of a core sample from each community plus selected special oversamples not
used for the present study.
Laptop computers were used for the in-home interviews. For less sensitive
material, the interviewer read the questions and entered the respondent’s answers. For
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more sensitive material, the respondent entered his or her own answers in privacy. The
average length of a complete interview was 134 minutes. The laptop interview took
approximately 90 minutes and was followed immediately by the collection of biological
specimens not relevant for the current study. Most interviews were conducted in
respondents’ homes.
A follow-up data collection (Wave II) was conducted via in-home interviews
approximately one year later. Participants from Wave I who could be located and reinterviewed during the fieldwork period (April 1996 to August 1996) completed an inhome interview for Wave II (N= 15,170). Every effort was made to re-interview
respondents who were located in correctional facilities.
For the present study, analyses on the content of ideal adolescent romantic
relationships (i.e., shared activities) and real adolescent romantic relationships were
drawn from the Wave I (conducted April 1995-December 1995) in-home sample. In
addition, a one-year longitudinal follow-up of real romantic relationship activities was
conducted using Wave II of Add Health. Adolescents were selected from this sample who
were in 10th or 11th grades in September 1995 (M = 10.49, SD = .50), follow-up
information is not available at Wave II for 12th graders, thus they were excluded from the
analyses). Adolescents were restricted to be at least 14 years of age and no older than 18
years of age (M = 16.42 years, SD = .83). The final sample was limited to 7,698
participants after restrictions on grade level, age, and individually missing data on region,
school, sample weight, and activity variables. Of the final sample, 58.1% identified as
White and 19.0% identified as Latino (49.8% of Latino adolescents identified as
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Hispanic-Mexican). English was the primary language spoken at home by 85.8% of the
sample (Spanish was 9.8%). Other-sex attractions were reported by 86.3% of the sample.
55.2% of the sample lived in a two-parent (biological/adopted) household. 13.1% of
parents had less than a high school education and 58% had at least some college.
Measures
Shared Activities
Ideal romantic relationship activities. At Wave I, adolescents were asked to
“describe things that would NOT happen in this perfect relationship” (reverse coded)
such as, ‘we would go out together in a group’, ‘my partner would tell me that he or she
loved me’, ‘we would have sex’. A total of 17 ideal social, emotional, and physical
activities were used on 17 activity cards. Participants were given a stack of 17 cards and
were asked to keep activities they would like to have happen in their ideal romantic
relationship (1) and hand back to the interviewer activity cards that they would not like to
have happen (0).
Real romantic relationship activities. Later in the interview, participants were
asked again if these same 17 activities actually occurred within their real romantic
relationships (up to 3 relationships per person) using a similar card sorting procedure. At
Wave II, adolescents were asked to report up to 3 romantic relationships they had in the
last 18 months, and report on 14 parallel shared activities that took place within those
relationships (‘getting married’ was dropped at Wave II, and 4 other items were
combined into 2). Complete activity items included: ‘we went out together in a group’; ‘I
met my partner’s parents’; ‘I told other people we were a couple’; ‘I saw less of my
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friends so I could spend more time with my partner’; ‘we went out together alone’; ‘we
held hands’; ‘I gave my partner a present’; ‘my partner gave me a present’; ‘I told my
partner that I loved him or her’; ‘my partner told me that he or she loved me’; ‘we
thought of ourselves as a couple’; ‘we talked about contraception or sexually transmitted
diseases’; ‘we kissed’; ‘we touched each other under clothing or with no clothes on’; ‘we
touched each others’ genitals (private parts)’. Activity on ‘giving and receiving presents’
were combined as a mean into 1 item at Wave II, and ‘hearing and telling I loved partner’
was combined as a mean into 1 item at Wave II. Touching each others’ genitals was not
asked as an ideal romantic relationship activity.
Demographic Information
Demographic information obtained at Wave I included: Ethnicity (White, Latino),
grade (10th and 11th grades), age (14 to 18 years), gender, and romantic attraction
(attracted to other-sex, same-sex, both sexes, and neither sex). Ethnicity and gender were
used as independent explanatory variables in the LCA, in addition to the 17 ideal activity
variables. Gender and ethnicity were chosen as explanatory variables because they were
expected to inform the latent classes or ideal relationship styles (van der Heijden &
Dessens, 1996).
Plan of Analysis
The research goals for study 2 were two-fold: 1) to determine ideal relationship
styles among 10th and 11th grade students, and 2) to examine how ideal relationship styles
predict the match between activities in adolescents’ ideal romantic relationships and
activities in their real romantic relationships both concurrently and one year later.
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For the first goal, Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was used to generate types of
ideal romantic relationships in adolescence. This form of analysis enables us to identify
groups or clusters of 10th and 11th grade respondents at Wave I (from the shared activity
items, ethnicity, and gender). In LCA, the classifications are identified via the proportion
of members that have each of the characteristics included in the analysis (Osgood et al.,
2005). In other words, this method produces a set of profiles of characteristics (latent
classes) that best accounts for patterns of association in the data. These classes are termed
latent because they are not directly observable, and instead, are inferred from the data as
a set of ideal types that would most plausibly produce the set of cases observed. Thus,
some participants will be clear members of one group, while others may have lower
probabilities of membership in any given group (class) and may belong to multiple
groups. Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2001) was used in order to estimate the latent
classes as the software accounts for the complex structure of the survey design. Once the
classes were determined, participants were placed in the class where they had the highest
probability or match. It is possible that five classes will emerge similar to previous
analysis conducted on real romantic relationships at Wave II (Crissey, 2005).
For the second goal, discrepancy scores were created between ideal and real
romantic relationship activities at Wave I and Wave II (e.g., creating an absolute
difference score between “ideal holding hands” and “real holding hands”). Adolescents
who had more than one real romantic relationship received an average discrepancy score
per wave. A series of one-way ANOVAs were used to determine if discrepancy scores
significantly differed across ideal relationship style. Additionally, a repeated measures
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ANOVA determined if discrepancy scores changed over time, and if there were
significant differences across ideal relationship styles (via one-way ANOVAs).
STUDY 2
Sample and Procedure
Data was collected during the summer months of 2005 (See Appendix A for
Human Subjects Approval). Participants were 14 to 18 years of age (M = 16.04 years, SD
= .83) within the Tucson community who were entering the 10th through 12th grades (M =
11.12, SD = .75). Participants did not recently experience a school transition (e.g., at least
one year in high school, not graduating from high school) and age and grade were
normally distributed across the sample. Fourteen focus groups with 5 to 9 adolescents per
group were conducted. Complete information was available for 12 focus groups (N= 75;
3 for each, Gender x Ethnic group) due to equipment difficulties. Saturation was met for
each group type. The participants for each group were relatively homogeneous (e.g.,
Latina girls) to best facilitate the sharing of ideas and perceptions (Morse & Field, 1995),
as participants tend to disclose more about themselves when they feel they are similar to
others in various ways (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Recruitment was done through
meetings with program coordinators and flyer distributions at local youth community
groups, such as Boys and Girls Clubs, Big Brothers Big Sisters and summer camps (53%
of sample), High Schools (32%), and through word-of-mouth (15%). Adolescents came
from 25 different high schools.
Of the sample, 32% (24 adolescents) were currently involved in a romantic
relationship. Nine adolescents never experienced a romantic relationship, but four
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reported having had some romantic experiences. Dating preference was predominantly
other-sex oriented (92%), with both sex dating preferred by four adolescents and samesex dating preferred by one adolescent. The number of people adolescents had dated
ranged from 0 through 20 (M = 3.50, SD = 3.20) and adolescents’ longest relationship
ranged from 0 through 2 years (M = 7.99 months, SD = 9.72). The average number of
times adolescents reported being in love was .90 (SD = 1.04). The language spoken at
home was predominantly English only (60%), and English and Spanish (36%; 4% spoke
Spanish only in the home). All participants were fluent in English. Ninety six percent
lived with their mother and 68% lived with their father. Most of the sample (93%) was
US born (4% born in Mexico), and 21% of mothers (19% of fathers) were born in
Mexico. A proxy for socioeconomic status of the sample was mothers’ education. The
sample ranged from mothers having some high school (16%) through post bachelor’s
degree (15%), with 37% of mothers having a high school diploma or less.
Active consent and assent was obtained from parents and adolescents,
respectively. Participants were allowed to bring friends to the focus group, provided
additional parental consent was sought in advance. Confidentially and respect for other
participants was emphasized prior to commencing focus group sessions. Focus groups
lasted approximately 1.5 hours and participants received pizza and soda, plus $10
compensation for their time.
Focus groups (e.g., group interviews) were the method of data collection
(Morgan, 1998). This particular method was chosen because within the focus group,
participants are influencing and are influenced by others – just as they are in life, which
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presents a more natural environment than that of an individual interview (Krueger &
Casey, 2000). Focus groups should be used when the purpose is to discover a range of
ideas or feelings, to understand differences in perspectives between groups or categories
of people, to uncover factors that influence opinions, to understand behaviors or
motivation, to pilot test ideas, to draw information to design a large-scale quantitative
study, or to shed light on quantitative data already collected (Krueger & Casey). In the
present study, the purpose was to discover a range of ideas or feelings about romantic
relationships, and to understand differences that exist among different genders and
ethnicities (Latinos and Whites).
A moderator guided the interview while a small group (i.e., 6 to 8 participants)
discussed the topics that the interviewer raised. The role of the moderator was to ask
questions, listen, keep the conversation on track, and make sure everyone had a chance to
share (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The moderator (the principal investigator in the present
study) identified shy and talkative participants within the initial 10 to 15 minutes of the
greeting period, before the focus group started. Eye contact and body language was used
to control the discussion. The focus groups were conducted at a location where all
participants felt comfortable expressing their thoughts and opinions (e.g., Boys and Girls
Club). The research lab on campus was used in situations where participants were able to
travel. The lab environment resembled an apartment atmosphere; the room was in a
condominium structure and the interviews took place in a small comfortable living-room.
It is important to create a comfortable, permissive and nonjudgmental environment
(Krueger & Casey, 2000).
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Three to 4 focus groups are needed for any one type of participant, in order to
determine if saturation has been reached (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Saturation is defined
as the point where the complete range of ideas have been heard and there is no new
information being gained. Focus groups are then analyzed by comparing and contrasting
the data across groups. Consequently, the types of participants the researcher is interested
in comparing cannot be placed in the same group. In addition, participants need to be of
relatively equal power or expertise, thus the age range was limited to approximately a 2year span, as suggested by Krueger and Casey (2000).
Measures
Adolescents who responded by telephone to the recruitment flyer (see Appendix
B) completed an initial telephone-screening questionnaire (see Appendix C).
Participation requirements included the following characteristics: 1) entering the 10th,
11th, or 12th grade in the fall; and 2) self-identification as either White or Latino.
Participants having met these criteria were asked to participate in a focus group and were
mailed an introduction letter and consent form (see Appendix D, E). Consent forms were
signed by the adolescents’ parents or guardians and were brought to the focus group
session. Once arriving at the focus group location, consent forms were gone over verbally
to emphasize confidentiality and for participants to provide assent. Participants were
asked to complete a short survey on their romantic relationship experiences, and
demographic information (see Appendix F). During the focus group, participants were
asked to discuss their thoughts and emotions regarding romantic relationships including
their understandings of relationships (e.g., expectations, preconceptions, beliefs), the
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meaning of romantic relationships to their lives, and the quality/experiences of their
present or past relationships (see Appendix G). Focus group sessions were tape-recorded
with detailed notes taken by assistant moderators, for later transcription.
Typically, 12 questions are created for a two-hour adult focus group (Krueger &
Casey, 2000). For the present study, I developed fewer questions in order to conduct a
shorter interview in an adolescent population. The means of questioning appeared
spontaneous and conversational, although they were developed previously with careful
thought and reflection. The questions were consistent across groups in order to make
direct comparisons, although new questions evolved over the course of the data collection
period. As participants answered questions, their responses sparked ideas from other
participants. Questions were created that were easy to say, clear, short, open-ended, onedimensional (e.g., had only one idea per question), and written in a language that
participants used (Krueger & Casey, 2000). The questioning route was developed so that
a) the beginning was easy and everyone could answer; b) it had a good sequence, that is,
one question led naturally to the next and moved from general to more specific (or more
important); and c) sufficient time was allowed for each question (depending on the
importance or category of the question).
There are five categories of questions. Opening questions allow participants to
feel comfortable. These questions are typically short and easy to answer (approximately
30 seconds). The question pertains to facts rather than opinions, and should not allude to
experience or age in order to keep the power dynamic within the group equal. In the
present study, participants were asked to “tell the group their fake name and why they
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chose it”. Introductory questions introduce the topic. In the present study, the
introductory question was: “what does it mean to be in a romantic relationship?”.
Transition questions are ones that move the questioning to key questions that drive the
study. These go into more depth than introductory questions. In the present study, 2
transition questions were used: “think back to your last or current relationship. Describe
what it was like.” And “what would your ideal romantic relationship be like?”.
Key questions pertain directly to the purpose of the study. Typically, 2 to 5
questions are created and 10 to 20 minutes are allowed for each question. The key
questions should be asked approximately a third to a half of the way through the session.
For the present study, 4 key questions were used: “what are some benefits of being in a
romantic relationship?”, “what are some difficulties of being in a romantic relationship?”,
“how does being in a romantic relationship impact your daily life?”, and “how does being
in a romantic relationship affect your relationships with other people?”. Two techniques
were used by the moderator in order to generate more discussion of the key questions:
Pauses (i.e., a 5 second pause to prompt others to give their points of view) and probes
(i.e., moderator requests for additional information, such as “explain further”, “give an
example”, “say more”, “is there anything else?”, “describe what you mean”, or “does
anyone else have a different experience or point of view?”).
Ending questions bring closure to the discussion. At least 10 minutes were saved
in order for the ending questions to be successful. Three types of ending questions can be
used: 1) all things considered (i.e., what is the final position of each of the participants?
Each participant is asked to answer, and it allows the participants to resolve any
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conflicting information they have provided or identify which were the most important
points); 2) summary (i.e., the moderator gives a short oral summary, of 2 to 3 minutes
long, of the discussion from the key questions and asks participants “if the summary is
adequate?” or “did I correctly describe what was said?” or “how well does that capture
what was said here?”); 3) final (i.e., this is an insurance question to ensure that critical
aspects have not been overlooked. The moderator gives a more descriptive overview of
the purpose of study and then asks “have we missed anything?” or “is there anything that
we should have talked about but didn’t?)”. For the present study, three ending questions
were used: “Is there anything that no one ever told you but you wished you had known
about romantic relationships?”, “If you had a chance to give advice to other teens about
romantic relationships, what advice would you give?”, and “Is there anything that we
missed? Is there anything that you came wanting to say that you didn’t get a chance to
say?”
Plan of Analysis
A variation of the traditional focus group design was used in which several types
of participants/groups (e.g., boys and girls) were conducted simultaneously, or at the
same point in time (Krueger & Casey, 2000). This design allowed the researcher to make
comparisons in two ways – from one group to another within a category (e.g., girls) and
from one category to another category (e.g., comparing what girls said to what boys said).
The data from the focus groups included audiotaped recordings and verbatim
transcripts from assistant moderators as well as field notes from the focus group
moderator (written key points taken during the focus group sessions). Responses were
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coded via a form of inductive content analysis into themes that emerged across the groups
(Miles & Huberman, 1994; Morgan, 1993). QSR Nvivo (i.e., a qualitative software
program, Gibbs 2002) was used to conduct a content analysis of the focus groups. Coding
was conducted in each group type, thus four coding schemes were generated for the
present study (Latina girls, White girls, Latino boys, White boys). This
coding/categorizing data analytic strategy is a form of content analysis in which the
researcher considers the participants’ responses, and looks for recurring themes or
conceptual ideas that subsequently can be sorted into meaningful categories. Using this
approach, codes (themes) originated from several careful readings of the data itself rather
than from a pre-existing conceptual framework. Weight was given to comments on the
basis of frequency, specificity, emotion, and extensiveness. Two coders analyzed the data
(1 moderator, 1 assistant moderator). The data was then coded by a 3rd researcher to
verify the reliability of the coding scheme. A written description of the coding steps was
documented by all of the coders. The results were then interpreted in terms of meanings
for the different groups of participants (by gender and ethnicity). Themes and categories
were then presented that emerged from the data, with support provided by quotes from
the participants. These results are interpreted based on findings in the literature.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS STUDY 1
The research goals of Study 1 were: 1) to identify ideal relationship styles among
high school students, and 2) to examine how ideal relationship styles predict the match
between activities in adolescents’ ideal romantic relationships and activities in their real
romantic relationships both concurrently and one year later.
STUDY 1: GOAL 1
According to the first research goal of Study 1, four latent classes were found
using 17 ideal activity variables, ethnicity (Latino, White), and gender via latent class
analysis (Clogg, 1995; Lazarsfeld & Henry, 1968). A detailed description of the analyses
are provided in Appendix H. The groups resulting from a LCA are inherently dependent
on the variables considered in the analysis (see Table 1). Analyses were limited to the
7698 cases with complete data. The most parsimonious model consisted of four ideal
relationship styles (k = 4; see Table 2).
There are many possibilities for checking model fit against data in mixture
settings (Muthen, 2004). It is important to check how well the mixture model (i.e., latent
class model) fits the data, not merely basing a model choice on k classes fitting better
than k -1 classes. The likelihood ratio comparing a k -1 and a k-class model does not have
the usual large-sample chi-square distribution due to the class probability parameter
being at the border (zero) of its admissible space. A commonly used alternative procedure
is the BIC (Bayesian information criterion; Schwartz, 1978) defined as BIC = -2logL +
plnn, where p is the number of parameters and n is the sample size. Here, BIC is scaled
so that a small value corresponds to a good model with a large log-likelihood value and
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not too many parameters (Muthen, 2004). Thus, the best fitting model, or smallest BIC
value, corresponded to four latent classes. AIC is a similar model fit statistic where a
lower value indicates a better model fit. Four classes provided an optimal combination of
model fit, parsimony, and interpretable classes (see Table 2 for a comparison of models
that tested 1 through 7 classes).
LCA does not directly assign each respondent to one and only one of the groups
or classes. Instead, this method yields a probability that any respondent is a member of
each group (Osgood et al., 2005). The findings from the four class solution indicated that
participants were not likely to fall into more than one class (see Table 3 for proportions of
adolescents who were categorized in a class by probability of membership). The most
common approach for comparing groups is to assign respondents to the group for which
they have the highest probability of membership (Osgood et al., 2005). Although
typically there is a risk of distorting the portrayal of some classes, the risk is near
negligible in the present study as the probability of participants falling in more than one
group approximates zero. The MPlus software provides probability of membership scores
for each class per person, and also provides a score (1 to 4) of the class of most probable
membership.
The four class solution was then labeled as follows: Concealers (3.6%; n = 276),
Abstainers (32.6%; n = 2508), Engagers (51.4% of the sample; n = 3955), and Family
Builders (12.5%; n = 959). Figure 1 compares the four classes or ideal relationship styles
on the variables used to define them. Ethnicity, gender, and sexual attraction frequencies
by ideal relationship styles are presented in Table 4. The first style was labeled

97

concealers. The fewest participants in the sample were classified into this ideal
relationship style. This group was labeled as concealers because they preferred low social
and emotional involvement with their romantic partner. They had moderate interest,
however, in engaging in sexual activities (e.g., touching, sex, pregnancy, and marriage)
but not kissing. This ideal relationship style was over represented by Latino and ‘other’
ethnicities but males and females were evenly represented. In examining the distribution
of dating preference, the majority of adolescents who identified same-sex romantic
attractions were classified into this ideal relationship style.
The participants labeled as abstainers were predominantly female adolescents.
These adolescents scored high on desiring social and emotional activities in their
romantic relationships. This style was noted for wanting to talk less about contraception
and STDs compared to some of the other styles (only half of the group preferred this
activity) and scoring very low on physical activities (except for kissing) and getting
pregnant or married. Particularly, this group preferred not to have sexual intercourse or
touching under clothing or with clothes on in their romantic relationships.
The most common ideal relationship style (for half of the sample) was designated
as the engagers. In general, engagers had very high scores across all social, emotional,
and physical activities. They were the highest scorers on all activities except for seeing
less of friends, having sex, getting pregnant, and getting married. This ideal relationship
style is most similar to the abstainers with the exception that engagers preferred more
physical activities in their romantic relationships (e.g., ¾ of the engagers desired to have
sexual intercourse in their ideal romantic relationship). More White and male adolescents
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were classified as engagers. Fewer Latino adolescents and fewer adolescents who were
attracted to neither sex were classified as engagers.
The final ideal relationship style was labeled as family builders. Family builders
preferred high social, emotional, and physical dimensions in their relationships including
seeing less of their friends to spend time with their romantic partner, having sexual
intercourse, getting pregnant, and getting married. This group of adolescents was distinct
from the other ideal relationship styles in their preference for more serious relationships.
Preferring to see less of friends, getting pregnant, and getting married, these youth show a
higher readiness for a life-long love commitment or family orientation. Latino
adolescents were the most over-represented ethnicity in this category, and fewer White
adolescents were classified into family builders.
STUDY 1: GOAL 2
The second research goal within Study 1 was to examine how ideal relationship
styles predict the match between activities in adolescents’ ideal romantic relationships
reported at Wave I and activities in their real romantic relationships both concurrently
and one year later. Adolescents were asked whether or not these 17 activities occurred in
up to three of their real romantic relationships at Wave I (concurrent with ideal activities)
and one year later at Wave II (see Tables 5 through 8 for frequencies of shared activities
in up to three of adolescents’ real relationships by each ideal relationship style).
Discrepancy scores were created and averaged across relationships at each wave.
Thus, each participant received one discrepancy score per wave if they experienced at
least one real romantic relationship at that wave. Participants with more than one
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relationship in a wave received an averaged discrepancy score. A series of one-way
ANOVAs were conducted to test if ideal relationship style significantly predicted the 17
discrepancy scores at Wave I and Wave II. Bonferonni T post-hoc comparisons indicated
which ideal relationship styles were significantly different from each other (see Table 9).
All ideal relationship styles reported large discrepancies in what they wanted to
happen in their ideal relationships and what actually occurred in their real romantic
relationships on the activities “seeing less of friends”, “talking about contraception”, and
“having sex”; there were no significant group differences. Concealers had the largest
difference between what they wanted in their ideal romantic relationships and what they
reported in their real romantic relationships. Concealers preferred their romantic
relationships to be more private and less emotional, however, their real relationships were
more social and held higher emotional dimensions.
Family Builders had the next largest discrepancy scores. In general, their
relationships were less social, emotional, and physical than they preferred. Engagers and
abstainers were similar in their ideal to real discrepancies in that they reported the closet
match in their real romantic relationships to their ideal romantic relationships. Both ideal
relationship styles talked about contraception and STDs less than their ideal amount, and
abstainers reported experiencing more physical activities (e.g., touching, sex) than they
ideally wanted.
A repeated measures ANOVA revealed that in general, discrepancies between
ideal and real activities increased over time, F(1, 590) = 4.383, p < .05, although there
were no significant differences between groups in changes in discrepancy scores from
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Wave I to Wave II (see Table 10). That is, in all groups real romantic relationships at
Wave I were more consistent than real romantic relationships at Wave II with their ideal
romantic relationships at Wave I. There were no significant differences in the trajectories
of ideal-real discrepancies over time.
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CHAPTER V: RESULTS STUDY 2
The primary research goals of Study 2 were to explore youths’ definitions of
romantic relationships, and assess their meanings to White and Latino adolescents in high
school. Consistent with this goal, focus groups were used to allow adolescents to define
and describe what it means to be involved in romantic relationships. Four uniquely
identified types of relationships emerged from these conversations: going out, casual
dating, friends with benefits, and hooking up. Adolescents did not use the phrase
“romantic relationship” to describe their romantic involvement; however they reacted to
the question ‘What does it mean to be in a romantic relationship?’ and generated rich
descriptions of their understandings of self and peer sexual encounters. The focus of the
present study is limited to adolescents’ own definitions of romantic relationships using
their own terminology. Consistent with a symbolic interactionism perspective, these
descriptions reflect the social realities of the lives of these adolescents.
Each of the two assistant moderators transcribed half (6) of the audiotaped focus
groups into writing, and then did a secondary transcription of the other half. A third
outside researcher then checked all 12 tapes for any possible errors. These transcripts
were used as the basis for developing the coding scheme. The coding scheme was
developed by two coders (the moderator and an assistant moderator) via a form of
inductive content analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Morgan, 1993). Themes that
emerged across the groups were noted after several careful readings of the transcripts.
Once a coding scheme was developed, the coders individually coded the responses into
the categories using QSR Nvivo (Gibbs, 2002). The two coders then compared the
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responses until a final coding schema was developed and agreed upon. Units of responses
ranged from a phrase to a series of paragraphs. An outside researcher was then trained to
use the coding scheme and analyzed the entire dataset to verify the reliability of the
analysis. Phrases that were coded into the same category were noted as agreements, and
phrases that were missed or coded into discrepant categories were noted as
disagreements. Reliability was determined as the number of agreements over the total
number of coded responses (kappa = .71). This conservative method of reliability
assessment yielded a lower bound reliability estimate.
Four major adolescent-defined relational categories emerged: going-out, dating,
friends with benefits, and hooking up. These relationship types varied along the
dimensions of investment and commitment, with going-out relationships described as
relationships with the highest investment and commitment and hooking-up relationships
containing the least investment and commitment (see Figure 2). Although the relationship
types may be conceptualized as falling along a linear continuum, the experience of
participating in these relationships was not necessarily a linear or developmental
progression. Some adolescents would move from one relationship type to another (i.e.,
progressing or regressing) whereas others would experience only one type of relationship.
Furthermore, adolescents often experienced more than one relationship type
simultaneously (e.g., going-out and hooking up).
Two sub-themes that emerged in describing each adolescent relationship type
were foundation and commitment. The first sub-theme, foundation, refers to
characteristics that describe the basis of the relationship. This includes the purpose of the
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relationship and the type of connection or closeness within the relationship. The second
sub-theme, commitment, refers to the exclusiveness of the relationship or obligations
adolescents have in order to maintain the relationship. For example,
“It just seems so much more than that. I think it’s like, you know how they
say that like, ‘What’s love got to do with it?’ and all that stuff. And like
marriage is a lot more than love and like these relationships because you
can really care about something, but you have to have more than that. You
have to have more, like, there’s got to be another part of you that is willing
to commit. It’s not just the caring part. Like you can care about somebody,
but not be able to be with them because you just can’t make that final
jump over or whatever.” “Yeah, that commitment.” (White Female).
Each relationship type will be discussed via the two sub-themes—foundation and
commitment. The results will be discussed separately and sequentially for the four
relationship types defined by adolescents moving from the high investment/high
commitment relationships to the least investment and least committed relationships.
Characters in bold indicate that the moderator is speaking. Each speaker within the focus
group is indicated by quotation marks. Although blocked quotations typically do not
include quotation marks, quotations are included in order to indicate a new speaker.
Results apply across all focus groups for all adolescents in the study unless noted
otherwise. That is, gender or ethnic group differences in patterns of response are
specifically noted and discussed. The majority of participants in the study preferred
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heterosexual romantic relationships (93%), thus the discussion presented here focuses on
heterosexual relationships.
GOING-OUT
A going-out relationship is the most serious and emotionally intense relationship
that adolescents described experiencing. This relationship is also the most clearly defined
relationship, including concrete labels for the relationship type and clear expectations for
behavior. Although this relationship type is the most easily defined, and most easily
discussed relationship, it is not necessarily the most common sexual relationship
experienced. The use of the term ‘sexual’ is used in lieu of ‘romantic’. The rationale for
this terminology is discussed in detail in the discussion section; however, it was adopted
as a result of the categories that emerged throughout the focus group sessions. The
relationships adolescents described were not always ‘romantic’ per se; however, they
always included an underlying sexual component. The term ‘sexual’ does not necessarily
imply behaviors, but the manner (i.e., feelings) in which the adolescents were associated
with one another.
Foundation
A Strong Emotional and Physical Connection
Going-out relationships, or “stereotypical boyfriend/girlfriend” (White Female)
relationships, were based on strong emotional and physical connections. “You feel like
connected to that person. You know, you feel kind of attached. I don’t know, it’s not just
like they’re cute, he’s cute, or whatever you know. There is something deeper.” (White
Female). Similarly, another White Male adolescent notes “I agree I think it’s like two
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people who definitely have strong feelings for each other and there’s probably some sort
of love and affection involved.” Latino males more often described intimacy in this
relationship type as physical, for example, “showing affection”, “you get booty”, and
“maybe they have sex.”
Boys more often included physical expressions of affection in their definitions
than girls. One White Male comments that this type of relationship “can be sensual.”
When followed up on this comment he further replied, “well most times it probably is.”
Some male adolescents were more direct in sexual reference. For example, one Latino
Male replies that “sex” occurs in going-out relationships. This relationship is the most
serious relationship that adolescents have.
At the same time many adolescents, particularly males, described the physical
connection as less important or as secondary in importance in this type of relationship
because of the strong emotional connection. One conversation within a White male focus
group reflects this theme.
“Okay I, I just think it’s like the way you feel about the whole like
situation you’re in… like being in a romantic relationship isn’t necessarily
like doing sensual and sexual things like I mean you can totally not care
about someone and like have sex with them, like people do it all the time.
It’s about the way you feel about them.” “Yeah it’s like being in a
romantic relationship is when like you feel you feel just like a strong real
strong bond and then the sensual stuff is just like its just it becomes…”
“That’s how you express the bond.”
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Another group, Latino Males, expressed a similar feeling.
“Like personally [being physical] is not like my idea. Like I don’t, it’s not
really a big deal to me. Like it’s sort of like the whole feelings you have
for that person.” “Like it’s there. Like the physical attraction is there and
stuff but personally its not the main focus that’s not [the point].”
In a going-out relationship it is not necessary to “prove” that they cared for their
romantic partner in physical ways. For example, one Latino Male group discusses,
“Um, like, sex I don’t know because it’s good yeah and you know you
love the person ‘cause you trust them in the situation but, I mean after that
its more than sex its like you know you love that person so you don’t need
the sex to show it.” “Or you don’t need kissing like that much cause you’ll
know that’s not all about that, its all, it’s just about feeling good in, from
inside and that’s that.” “Right, you don’t always need to be holding
hands.” “So you can be friends and you can be kissed too but its not
always you know, it can be nice kissing and everything.” “Once you know
you love them you don’t have to do that. It’s not a must.”
It is not necessary for adolescents to prove their feelings in a going-out
relationship because in this type of relationship it is understood that they “really
care” for each other, compared to other relationship types where adolescents may
become involved for alternative or misleading reasons. As one White Male notes,
“So it’s like you really care about the person.” One Latino Male comments that in
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a going-out relationship “they actually care about you” in comparison to other
types of relationships where it is possible they are just pretending to care.
Part of having an emotional connection with someone is the element of trust.
Adolescents in all groups emphasized that typically you trust your boyfriend/girlfriend in
a going-out relationship. However, the level of trust within a relationship varies across
individuals and across relationships. “I think trust and honesty is probably one of the two
main things.” (Latina Female) or “You have to have trust in your relationship.” (White
Male). One White Female further explains the importance of trust in a going-out
relationship “If something is going on and he wants to talk about it, like he will talk to
me, he will tell me and I trust him.”
Like a Best Friend
Many adolescents described this relationship as distinct from the other
relationship types because of the strong emotional connection that was similar to a best
friend relationship (e.g., “he’s like my best friend.” (Latina Female)). As one White
Female adolescents states, “I think when you’re in a serious relationship your boyfriend
is like your best friend.” In another White Female focus group, one adolescent makes a
comment to her friend in the group about her going-out relationship, “he became like
your best friend when you were going out.” Within the same theme, one White Male
notes, “hang[ing] out with your girlfriend is exactly like your best friend, you just hang
out with her.”
Furthermore, many adolescents felt that a going-out relationship was often
beyond that of a best friend. One White Male notes this distinction in being able to talk to
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a girlfriend about your personal problems, “I guess some, sometimes it can give you
someone to confide in, you know what I mean. Like I mean ‘cause a lot of your like guy
friends like all they care about any of your personal problems.” A similar conversation
arouse in another White Male group.
“You’re going to know that you definitely have that person to fall back on
too if you have any other problems with family or friends you’re going to
have that one person to fall back on.” “I agree.” Is it easier to talk to a
romantic partner than a friend about certain things? “Yeah.” “Yeah.”
“Like there’s things that people would tell their romantic partner a lot
before they told like their best buddy cause you know…” “Probably
problems that their having I mean if you’re having a problem within your
family you’re not going to go tell your best buddy because he’s going to
go tell on other people because that’s just what guys do. But if you tell her
she’ll understand and she’ll be a lot quieter about it.” “I agree.”
White Females also brought up that ‘family problems’ were easier to discuss with
romantic partners.
“Someone you can talk to if you had a bad day, you can tell that person.
You can tell a friend too, but it’s just easier. Yeah.” “Like there are
different issues, like I don’t know, maybe like stuff with your family, I
don’t know. There are different issues that you take to a friend, than to
[your boyfriend].”
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Latino adolescents commented on the distinction between a parent-adolescent
relationship and a romantic relationship, particularly, the transition between turning to
their parents for support and turning to their boyfriend/girlfriend. “If you’re sad and
you’re looking for comfort, you don’t run to your parents because you run to him.”
(Latina Female). Another Latina Female elaborates further on this theme.
“I trust my boyfriend like so much and like when I tell him stuff, you
know that’s happened to me, like people that like even not even my dad
knows or my best friend knows. I can tell him and I know he’ll be there to
listen to me. You know, it’s something.”
An example conversation on this topic from a Latino Male focus group was as
follows.
“Trust, you know its like, yeah you have trust in your parents but then you
can have more trust in this person.” “’Cause you can’t tell your parents
everything ‘cause they’ll flip out on you.” “Yeah.” Are there some things
that you’d want to talk to someone you’re in a relationship with
rather than just like a friend or a parent? “Yeah” “Yeah, some things”
“I guess its more like, you get more like satisfaction like relief you know
‘cause, you tell your parents this and you’re scared, they yell at you, take
something away, ground you or hit you, you can just go up to this person
and let them know, ‘I did this and this’ and they’ll be all ‘oh’ and try to
help you instead of yelling at you or punishing you for it.” “And it’s just
easier, it’s more like, ‘wow I’m more relieved’ because when you get in
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trouble by your parents its more like, more stuff on your shoulders and
now you’re punished on top of the problem and you just tell a friend and
like, ‘wow she got that off my shoulders’.”
In this illustration, the adolescent notes the transformation of wanting to talk to a
romantic partner instead of a parent for support. He has more trust in his romantic
relationship than with his parents.
Able to ‘Be Yourself’
In general, this relationship type is more comfortable. Adolescents within this
type of relationship know each other better than a dating relationship and are more secure
in their feelings for each other. Adolescents frequently describe this as being able to “be
themselves”. As one Latina Female notes, “They like you for who you are, like not who
you’re trying to be.” A similar conversation took place in a White Female group, “A true
relationship is when you are both happy with each other.” “You can be yourself.”
“Yeah.” Male adolescents reciprocated this theme, “It’s somebody you could be yourself
with and be like completely open with.” “Yeah.” (White Males). One Latina group
expanded further on the theme of comfort in their going-out relationships, “Because, I
mean if you go out or something and all, you don’t have to be like…” “Ask for
something to eat or something.” “You know what they’re all about.”
Girls were more often mentioned being comfortable with their physical
presentation (e.g., not having to look pretty) in this relationship type. For example, one
White Female notes, “Someone who accepts me. Like if they came over and I didn’t have
any make up on and not freaking out.” From another White Female group an adolescent
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describes a similar feeling, “But when you’re [seriously] dating, that person really likes
you for being you. Like every aspect of that ‘you’. Like when you are in your pajamas,
you can, he can still see you…” Latina Female adolescents also discussed a similar
comfort with their physical presentation in their going-out relationships.
“I like being comfortable. Like, you can just get up in the morning and
like however you are…” “You can go see him like that and he will be fine
with it. He’s like, ‘Oh, you look…’ He won’t tell you to go change or go
put something else nice on and I’ll be like, ‘Oh, ok, you know, you care’.”
“No make up, no anything. You know, it’s just like whatever.”
Boys also mentioned the increased comfort in physical presentation but only as an
issue for girls. In going-out relationships boys describe how females do not have to worry
as much about what they look like in this relationship type. For example, “Someone that
doesn’t have to worry about like what they look like or like what you think about them
or…“ “Yeah.” “They can just be like chill and whatever dude.” (White Males).
Boredom
All of the groups, except for White female groups, discussed how a going-out
relationship can frequently become boring or turn into a friendship relationship. For
example, “…sometimes its boring its just you don’t get to see each other anymore, you
don’t really care if you see each other anymore.” “You just kind turn it into like a
friendship thing.” (White Males). Another Latino Male expresses the same sentiment,
“Sometimes you get bored of them.” This transformation was considered both negatively
and positively. One conversation within a White Male group reveals these competing
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feelings, “Keeping it fresh ‘cause like if you, if you end up just going to like Nico’s like
every single day you know what I mean like”. “That’s horrible.” “That happens, although
it’s good.” Other male groups more often emphasized boredom in going –out
relationships as a negative experience. “…I don’t know why we kept on going out but it
got really boring to see each other the same place everyday. After this period and after
this then you’re done and then again the next day.” (White Male). Similarly a Latino
adolescent expressed the difficulty in this relationship type because of the boredom
associated with it, “Or maybe they just bored you so you don’t want to stay with one
person ‘cause you get bored, you [reference to a girl] talk too much or something.”
Latina adolescents framed this transformation in the relationship as falling into a
routine. “Because you get kind of bored if you see him all the time.” “It becomes more
like habit than a relationship.” Another Latina focus group describes the routine of a
‘boring’ relationship in more detail.
“Like, in the beginning, it’s all like it’s so fun, because like, yeah, he pays
for the movies and takes me to eat and then at the end, once you pass your
first year, then it’s like, ‘Ok, I paid last time, you’re paying now.’ And it’s
not even like, the movies, he’d rather just lay at home and watch TV than
go out and spoil me and stuff, that’s old news to him so like that’s what
sucks about being in a relationship for so long.”
High School Context
Although these relationships are the most serious emotionally in the hierarchy of
adolescent relationships, some adolescents in the White focus groups note that for the
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most part these “high school” relationships are still somewhat superficial as they are still
young. One White Male group discusses this issue.
“I think another like huge factor with like dating in high school is
definitely like there’s just the way you are.” “Yeah like two people are
shallow.” “Like the older you get like I guess the more like un- like people
become like a little bit more aware of what like what they’re doing.”
Another conversation within a White Female group reflects a similar feeling in
that their going-out relationships are not entirely adult-like but that it is important to gain
these experiences.
“High school is, like, not a reality. And some parts of it…there can be
parts that are like a real relationship.” “Yeah, but if we didn’t have high
school relationships, what would be do when we’re out of high school and
have like real relationships?” “Yeah.” “That would be weird.”
Adolescents held expectations that going-out relationships would change outside
of the high school context. One White Female describes this expectation for change in
thinking about her expectations for college, “High school is pretty shallow and then once
you hit college you’re just like, ‘Wow, this is great. I want to be in a relationship with
everybody’.”
Commitment
Exclusivity
A major defining aspect of a going-out relationship was that there was a strong
expectation to remain monogamous or exclusive with your boyfriend or girlfriend. For
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example, “two people exclusively” (White Male), or “Um, I would say dating is like one
person.” “Yeah. Like, it’s just like you don’t date anyone else.” (White Females).
Another adolescent expands on this expectation within a going-out relationship:
“Um, ok well, I would say it’s when you, when you are with someone, but
I guess relationship can mean it can be like more than one people, but
when it’s serious like you are boyfriend and girlfriend, than I would say
you are exclusive to like person.” (White Female).
A White Male group reiterates this theme in that exclusivity expectations
distinguish a going-out relationship from any other type of relationship.
“That’s exclusive” “Yes that’s what I would think, I think that’s sort of the
difference between sort of like a going out relationship and a dating
relationship is that going out is more of an exclusive-“ “That’s what it
seems like to me.” “Sure.”
Other adolescents describe how exclusivity expectations are required within
going-out relationships and are also limiting. “You can’t like go around with your other
girls and have fun, it’s more you have to be stay with that one.” “Yeah you have to stay
committed.” (White Males). “You limit yourself” (White Female). Similarly, a Latina
adolescent group discusses the danger of even hinting at non-exclusivity, “You can’t flirt
with other people.” “Do not be a flirt.” [Laughter] “Don’t ever talk to another guy.”
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Cheating
Although exclusivity was universally understood as an expectation, it was also
understood that this was frequently violated. One White Female re-tells a story of this
experience.
“My boyfriend [and I] were going to lose our virginities together. And
then like, a week into our relationship he got drunk and high with some
chick who he had never met and he said he didn’t remember any of it, but
he woke up the next morning in her bed with no clothes on and they had
had sex.”
In a White Male focus group adolescents were asked to discuss some problems
they have experienced in their relationships. So what are some problems you’ve had in
your relationships? “Cheating.” “Straight up cheating.” “Hey, I’m stating the obvious
that’s all.” “…more common than we realize.” “Yeah.” For guys or girls or both?
“Both.” “Both.” “Both.” “Yeah.” “Definitely both.” Although the groups tend to believe
that both guys and girls engage in cheating behavior, girls more often stated that it is boys
who are the predominant cheaters.
“They all cheat, but it’s mostly guys.” Mostly guys? “Because they know
you trust them and they will take that like….” “That one look can like
make you forget everything.” “Other couples just like cheat back. They
would be like, ‘Oh, he cheated on me, I cheated on her back.’ They just
keep going on and on… like, ‘Oh, he is cheating on me, so it doesn’t
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matter.’ You know.” “But then on the phone, ‘Oh, I love you’.” (Latina
Females).
A Latina Female relates a ‘typical’ experience for girls in a going-out
relationship.
“’Oh, don’t worry, I am just going to a get together with my friends. There
will be no party.’ He hangs up the phone, ‘Hey girl, what’s your name?’”
“And then you go to that party and you see him all hugged up around the
girls.”
A White Male group notes the danger of having their own friends involved with
their girlfriend. “If your girlfriend is very attractive than all your friends are gonna be
like, ‘dude, she’s hot’, like…” “And then you gotta worry about like if they’re cheating.”
“Back off man.” [laughter] “Yeah I know she’s hot just…just buzz off.” Another noted
aspect of infidelity in relationships is emotional infidelity, in addition to physical
infidelity.
“It can even be like, you don’t have to cheat on someone like physically
you can cheat on someone emotionally you know like you know or like
mentally you know just having feelings for someone else is cheating too.”
“Just in a different way.” “Yeah.” “Like everyone thinks about hooking up
with the hottest chick in the grade but you know…” (White Males).
In this illustration, the White Males note that even thinking about another
individual is considered cheating.
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Jealousy
Given the incompatible expectations for monogamy in conjunction with the
understanding that cheating commonly takes place, jealousy, mistrust and fear were
frequent issues in going-out relationships.
“You spend more time thinking about them or what they’re doing
and…you’re contradicting yourself like, ‘I wonder if this person really is
where he says he is?’ And so like you know you just spend so much time
and energy doing that and it frustrates you. And you want to believe that
he is, you know, with his friends, but you have a feeling that he is not.
And so like, it just overwhelms you and that emotion becomes something
even greater. And it’s all because of this guy that you wanted to believe,
but you couldn’t.” (White Female).
Another White Female uses a metaphor to describe her anxiety surrounding this
issue.
“It’s like an extra arm or leg you have to keep track of that like hops away
from you. It’s like far away, but you still have to keep track of it, make
sure it’s safe. It’s a part of you still…you can’t always keep track of it. It’s
kind of scary.”
The other members in the group comment on this metaphor and elements of
mistrust arise in adolescents concern of ‘not knowing what is going on’.
“Oh man. But she like attached an extra eye ball to it too, so you know
where it goes.” “Then, there would be no drama.” “There would be no
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drama if there was an eye because then you could know what was going
on.”
A Latino adolescent recounts a story in which his girlfriend was mistrusting and
expressed jealousy in the relationship.
“Yeah, that happened to me…I was at a party and her friend’s name is
Sarah…her boyfriend was there, her ex, and he calls her and he’s like
‘Jean Claude is talking to some, some girl’ so she gets on the phone calls
my girlfriend, my girlfriend calls…she’s all mad and she starts crying and
I’m like ‘no, what are you talking about?’, and I’m just like ‘why are you
believing her over me? I didn’t do that why would I do that?’ If I wanted
to I would just break up, you know? Yeah like he said, we were hitting it
off ya know, like we were, like it looked like we liked each other ya
know? We were attracted to each other… You can’t be too friendly cause
then they’ll get like overactive about it or something. If you say… just
something and another girl hears it like and somebody else is around, she
could just take it the wrong way and go overboard with it.”
In this illustration, it is evident that jealousy can be augmented in relationships by
outside peer influences.
Other Latino Males shared similar experiences in which their girlfriend
demonstrated mistrust and jealousy within the relationship. One example was as follows.
“I know she said a couple times like, ‘Well, why are you always with so
and so. Like at lunch’ and I’ll be like, ‘I don’t know.’ And she’ll be like,
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‘Well every time I walk by I see you talking to her and you are by
yourselves.’ And it’s just stuff like that.”
This expression of jealousy and mistrust in relationships was also echoed in
female adolescent groups. For example, “sometimes like, you end up like…really, really
jealous when he talks to a girl.” (Latina Female). Another Latina Female expanded on
this by referring to hearing conflicting messages from peers and not being able to trust
the relationship “People saying things about him and you don’t know if it’s true and to
believe it or not.” “And then they get mad because you question him.” “Yeah, and he gets
mad when you question him.” This was followed up later within the group.
“They don’t believe you. Be like, ‘What did you do this weekend? Oh, are
you sure?’ Like, ‘No, I am lying to you’.” “They trust you, but then they
will be like, ‘Don’t do this and don’t do this because this and that.’ It’s
just like, ‘Don’t you trust me?’”.
More often mistrust and jealousy was described in terms of girls being mistrusting
of boys, but there were some notable exceptions. One example of this came from a
conversation of White Females.
“You learn what to do and what not to do, if that makes sense…Some
guys can take more than other guys can. I don’t know, that sounds really
weird. Some guys are willing to accept that fact that you have guy friends
and that you are going to hang out with them because you’re their friend
and everything. And then there are some guys who are like, ‘Oh, you
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talked to another guy. Oh my God.’ They are like all control freaks and
everything.”
A Latino Male also corroborated this sentiment.
“Any little thing you know you’re cheating on me. ‘Oh you have to do a
project with that guy, is it really a project?’ or something like that.” “You
just get all paranoid.” “You’ll both be constantly fighting ‘are you
cheating on me’ ‘are you cheating on me’?” “Yeah.”
Temptations
The difficulty associated with maintaining an exclusive relationship was
mentioned by all of the groups.
“When they’re not there… like it’s always hard, especially with other
guys. Like when your boyfriend’s away, you’re like, ‘I’m going to go
hang out. I’m going to go party.’ And then you’re like, ‘Darn it, I just
can’t really do this.’ The whole spin the bottle thing, I mean everybody’s
played that…Yeah, normally you jump at the chance. You’re like, ‘Yes.’.
You know, then you’re like, ‘Oh, I can’t really do that. What if so and so
found out, oh God.’ You know.” (White Female).
A White Female from another focus group similarly relates torn feelings between
having a close, going-out relationship, and being able to explore other relationships.
“You have that connection, then again you are still like, ‘I am young and I
want to go out and I’m not ready to be married to this person.’ And you
want, and you see all these attractive singles, you’re like, ‘Wow, attractive
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singles.’ And you want to go pursue that, even though like you still really
like that person.” (White Female).
Another White Female reiterates this point by emphasizing the requirement to
remain exclusive in order to be a ‘good girlfriend’. “You can be really interested in
someone else, but you can’t ever pursue it if you want to be a good girlfriend.” A White
Male also indicates this conflict in emotion. “Having a girlfriend and you see other girls
is just so tempting because you wanna…it’s so tempting to not look at them or just, all
that kind of stuff and that’s one bad thing being in like that kind [of] relationship.” A
Latina adolescent also notes experiencing temptations to cheat. “It’s also hard too
because you’re young and there’s so much other temptations. Like, it’s hard to settle
down with one guy or just be committed to one guy.” A Latino adolescent describes how
he has had to tell himself in certain situations not to cheat.
“I’ve met new people every year and like, like do you sort of like look to
meet someone else and do you, like if you were in a relationship but you
get really close to somebody else like you have to push your self away and
be like, ‘no I already have a girlfriend’ and stuff like that, so like that’s
kind of hard.”
One Latina female group discussed the saliency of gender ideologies when
cheating occurred in relationships.
“But then I hate when they switch it around. They’re like, ‘Oh, I dumped
her because of this and duh duh duh’.” “But then people ask and I’m like,
‘No’.” “But if they don’t know what happened, then obviously they are
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going to believe the guy because the guy always automatically transforms
the girl into looking like a ho.” “Yeah.” “Like, ‘Oh, yeah, I caught her
doing this with some guy’.” “But a guy is a ‘player’ and he gets ‘props’
for it, but when a girl does something, we are ho’s and…” “Pimps and
ho’s and it’s like, ‘You’re dumb’.” “Yeah, but the guys are up there.”
Checking-In
Checking behavior, such as calling your romantic partner at designated times, is
also expected and required within going-out relationships. As one White Female states,
“There is always some communication. Whether it’s on the phone, online, or in person
there is always that like, you know, you have to call, at least some time…” Other groups
also reciprocated this feeling. “Yeah. You usually have to call and usually make the
IM….phone call…I mean even like a simple text.” (White Female). Checking-in with
your romantic partner can also take place in person. One White Male conversation
elaborates on this. “If it’s [during] school you have to make sure you see her.” “You have
to make sure you say goodbye.” “Yeah say goodbye and talk to her…not really happy
about it but…” A Latino Male describes that not checking-in with your partner may cause
problems in the relationship. “Like we fight over stupid stuff like she’ll go, ‘Why you
didn’t call me today?’ ‘Because I was busy’.” Another Latino Male describes how
checking-in with your partner is part of the routine when you have a girlfriend.
“Like I would sleep late, but like she would work and like she’d like call
me like on her break at like nine in the morning and I’d get up and I’d talk
to her. And then she would call me at lunch and she’d call me when she
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got off. And like after I did something, like I’d like call her and like I
don’t know. Like I’d call her before I did something, like after I did
something. Tell her I want to do this. Uh, like without a girlfriend, like I
can just go and do whatever I want. Like, with her I felt like I had to like
call and say, ‘Hey’. And like, like it’s not a job or a burden or anything,
but it’s just like, that’s like the things you do.”
Checking-in with your partner is primarily done for two purposes: to show that
you are available for your partner (e.g., “Yeah [you call] like every other night or
something like that. It’s just to see how they’re doing.” (Latino Male)) and to verify that
your partner is maintaining an exclusive relationship. For example, “I think that both girls
and guys or whatever in the relationship or whatever are both they are both controlling.”
“Because you are worried that someone is going to cheat on you…” (Latina Females). A
White Male group echoes this concern with checking-in in order to make sure the other
person is not cheating, “If you don’t [call her every night] she gets like really curious and
like, ‘were you with somebody?’” “Yeah.” “And she’ll be like, ‘why didn’t you call
me?’”
Adolescents generally felt negatively towards having to make or receive phone
calls from their partner, especially male adolescents. One White Male group explains,
“You have to call her and that’s a bitch.” “Yeah.” “You begin making up excuses
like,‘uhh I wasn’t there and there’s no service on my cell phone’.” “What about your
house phone?” [laughter] “Power’s out.” Another White Male group expresses frustration
with getting phone calls that do not have a direct purpose.
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“Sometimes when they call you and they have nothing to talk about they
just want to randomly.” “They just call you.” “That pisses me off so bad.”
“They just start talking about something and it’s like quiet over the phone
for like two minutes.” “And they’ll call you, they’ll call.” [laughter] “If
they call you and they’re sitting there and they say one thing and then
they’re like ‘so what do you want to talk about?’, and that question is like
‘you called me, you tell me what you want to talk about if anything.
Because if I wanted something to talk about I would have called you’.”
A Latino Male group complains about the amount of phone calls in general, that
may take the place of doing other things. “You get two hundred phone calls a day.”
“Talking on the phone for hours.” “Instead of doing homework.” Additionally, another
Latino Male group complains about having to check-in with their partner about their
whereabouts, but that it is a necessary part of a going-out relationship.
“Sometimes, I mean, especially when your like 16, 17, or 18 you hardly
ask permission from your mother and you really don’t want to ask her
permission, but it’s like different it kind of turns her off, I think that’s
what got me into trouble a lot just never asking [Laughs].” “Like, I don’t
like to be questioned like what I’m doing, like I don’t if that’s like wrong
or anything. Like I’d be doing something and like she would call and like
I’d get like I’d miss her like three calls and I’d call her back and she’d be
like, ‘What are you doing?’ ‘Well, I was doing this’. ‘Who were you
with?’ And like, I don’t like that. Like, my mom doesn’t even do that.
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Like, ‘I’m out. That’s all you need to know. You don’t have to know
every exact single thing’. So, that would probably like make me mad. I
don’t know.”
Although males more often complained about checking-in behavior, some Latina
Female groups mentioned their frustration with having their partner check-in on them,
especially in order to control their behavior.
What are some difficulties of being in a relationship? “Probably to tell
them like where you are going because I hate, I hate telling somebody like
where I am going.” “Like, checking-in.” “Yeah.” “You’re not even like
that with your parents.” “And then you have to get permission of what
you’re wearing and stuff.”
Although adolescents frequently talked about their aversion to checking-in,
especially males, they reported feeling upset if their partner did not respond to them or
their calls. This was particularly true for females. One White Female conversation reveals
the frustration in waiting for their partners call.
“Like, I hate when they, you worry because like they say, ‘I’ll ask.’ But,
you are so not conscious. You’re like, ‘Ok, I’ll [get a] call from you in ten
minutes when I get home.’ They don’t call you for like three hours. And
you get mad at them…” “And you have to wait…” “And then you start
worrying. You’re like, ‘Wait, did they get in a car accident? Or like, what
happened? Are they OK?’ And then you’re like, ‘No, they’re fine, they’re
just not calling me’…”
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One Latina Female notices this feeling of frustration over lack of receiving calls
in her friends going-out relationship. “Like, she just thinks about him. They don’t call,
they get worried.”
Male adolescents also note how female adolescents become upset if they do not
return their phone class or check-in on their partner.
“They do stuff but, like any other person would be like, ‘Oh that’s ok.’
And like you know like you know that they do that because they know it
will make you mad. And stuff like that. Like if I be talking like a friend or
something like she walk by and I’d see her like talking to some guy. I’d be
like ‘ok’. You can just tell and like if I like didn’t call her and I’d call her
like I end up, if like I didn’t call her when I got home that night and I’d
call her in the morning. I’d be like, ‘What are you doing?’ She’d be like, ‘I
don’t know.’ And she sort of like gives me the cold shoulder because I
forgot to call or something. It’s sort of like that kind of thing.” (Latino
Males).
Always ‘There’ For You
Furthermore, it is expected that you and your partner are always “there for each
other” during the time that is required to be spent with each other. It is not simply enough
to be present with your partner, but be available to them emotionally and physically. This
was a prominent theme that was repeatedly brought up. For example, “I see my boyfriend
everyday and I’m always at his shows. I am pretty much always there for him.” (White
Female) or “Yeah, um, just to be able to rely on that person.” “Yeah. I just think it’s like
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most important to have that commitment. Like, to be in a relationship, you have to rely
on each other.” (White Female).
Although ‘being there’ for each other seemed to be mutual, it was often framed in
a way that males should be there for females. As one male focus group illustrates. “To be
there for them.” “Like, um, if they’re going through a hard time with something.” “Just
being there.” (Latino Males). One White Female recounts a story of how her boyfriend
was there for her in a situation when no one else was.
“I called him because I couldn’t get a hold of my mom or anything…And
he came straight down, before my mom even showed up. He’s like, ‘Oh
my God, are you OK? You know, I know everything will be alright. Just
breathe, everything will be OK.’ He called my mom and whatnot. He
helped me, he took everything out of my car that I needed. He actually
came and got me after I got out of the hospital and stuff like that. He came
and got me. We just like laid there watching TV for the rest of the day. He
kept asking to bring me aspirin or Tylenol and stuff like that, how
comfortable. It was good to have someone there for you.”
However, although being there for each other includes physical and emotional
components, adolescents conceptualize being “there for you” primarily as emotional
availability. “You have to support the other person.” In what way…like emotionally?
“Yeah emotionally.” “You have to back them up if they get in fights.” “Yeah, even if
they’re wrong.” “They can be wrong and you have to back them up.” (White Male).
Females also recognized the importance of being there emotionally for your partner, but
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males more often explicitly made distinctions between physical and emotional support.
One Latino Male emphasizes the distinction between providing emotional and physical
support. “Just someone who is always there even if they’re not, like not physically there.”
One conversation among Latino Males provided an example of how someone could be
there for you in a non-physical way.
“I think if your relationship is strong you always have someone there.”
“Yeah, to give you a different opinion about things. Like a new
perspective and they can help you, you always have someone to rely on…
you always have someone to talk to in a relationship.”
In addition, this kind of availability may only be possible in a romantic
relationship and may not be easily replaced by a friend or parent because of the unique
emotional attachment to the romantic partner.
“You just have another outlet, another person that will be there for you.
Like I think that’s such a big plus, like not just parents, but someone
outside of your family that…” “That’s always there.” “Yeah, not just a
best friend, but, but someone who you really, really like.” “Yeah.” (White
Female).
In addition to simply being available, Males also discussed that it was important
to know when to be there for their romantic partner.
“I definitely think, well something I found out was that you definitely
have to keep up with everything that’s going on with your girlfriend and
boyfriend like you have to know when their birthday is and when their
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dance recital is and like you have to call them and keep up with them just
to talk and like see how they’re doing and like always, I didn’t know that
when I first had a girlfriend.” (White Male).
Similarly, a Latino Male stated “if she has like a dance recital you go to it.”
Time
In order to maintain a going-out relationship it is expected that a significant
amount of time be spent together. Additionally a significant portion of time is spent
thinking about each other.
“You feel like you need…time.” “Minutes.” “Yeah.” “It’s just like,
yeah…another facet to your life because, I mean, you have someone else
that you have to think about a lot and you have to incorporate them into
your day, everyday.” “Yeah, exactly.” “Or no matter what, they are
incorporated.” (White Females).
One White Male elaborates on the significant amount of time spent by comparing
the time spent with your partner to your total amount of available time. “I would say
commitment to a certain extent not like spending every waking moment together but
spending lots of time together.” (White Male). Additionally, Latino/a adolescents
reciprocate these sentiments. “You be together as much as possible.” (Latino Male). One
Latina female explains this from the perspective of observing a friends relationship “she’s
always with him. Like most of her time.”
The going out relationship frequently takes priority over time for everything else
(e.g., “You have less time for yourself.” (Latino Male). Adolescents found that time spent
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with friends was frequently sacrificed in order to spend time with their boyfriend or
girlfriend.
“But then if you go out with your friends on those nights then you’re
going to have to take up more time with your boyfriend.” “You’re right,
but I’m never home so….” “Yeah, instead of going out with my friends
seven nights a week, I’m going out with my friends four and going out
with my guy three.” (White Females).
Male groups also commented on this shift in time spent with friends to your
romantic partner. “Oh you spend a lot of time hanging out with that person, um
sometimes you spend too much time hanging out that person and your other friends sort
of get put on the back burner.” (White Male).
Spending time with your boyfriend or girlfriend instead of your friends was often
difficult on their friendships “You choose to hang out with your boyfriend or girlfriend.”
“Not your friends.” “Your friends are like, ‘You’re hanging out with your boyfriend
again?’” “Yeah, I know.” (White Female). Adolescents chose to spend time with their
partner over their friends because they felt that their friends would be more understanding
than their romantic partner. “Or, like she said about friends, you don’t really pay attention
to them that much too.” “Like, you do, but not as you used to.” “Like, you spend more
time with your boyfriend because your boyfriend will get mad.” (Latina Females).
Some males felt that it their time with their friends was sacrificed because girls
want too much attention. “And a lot of times girls are calling, want you to drop
everything that you’re doing at your house and come and be with them. That gets
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annoying too.” (White Males). A conversation within a White Male group illustrates a
similar outlook.
“You have to like set out, like make time for them I mean yeah you pretty
much just have to make time.” “You definitely have to set aside time for
them.” “It takes time away from whatever else you want to do or have to
do during the day.” “You even sacrifice yourself like if your friends like
you seem them both at school you have to spend half your time with your
friends and the other half of the time with your girlfriend. That’s where it
gets annoying. Some girls are pretty cool about it they’ll say you know at
lunch time that’s for your friends you know or whatever this time is for
your friends so but there’s other girls that they want the attention all the
time.” “And it’s a rarity that you’ll find a girl that actually will let you go
off and like say she doesn’t want to spend time with you because most of
the girls want to spend as much time with you as possible.”
Latino males agreed that girls frequently want too much time. One Latino male
describes his routine when he is in a going-out relationship and how it influences his
school-work.
“Come home, do homework as you are talking to her on the phone,
sometimes you don’t do homework you just talk to her the whole time,
yeah and then get behind and then like I need make a day for myself just
to finish all my homework and catch up and do the same thing all over
again.” “Sometimes, you make the time for them and it’s kind of hard.”

132

Do you guys find that hard to balance if you’re in a relationship? Does
it take a lot of your time? “It does ‘cause, you have, you barely have
time for yourself and to make time for them or else they think that you
don’t like them.” “They try to take it serious.” (Latino Males).
Other adolescents felt that being in a relationship had a similar time commitment
to a part-time job and leads to less time in all aspects of their lives in general.
“Its also, its also sometimes hard to like find time to do other things you
have to do I mean like we all go to school and like we have to do that
some of us have jobs um” “I have to find time to practice--” “Same here.”
“--my instrument and stuff so, sometimes a lot of that time just gets lost
cause you’re trying to hang out and do this other stuff, so its, I mean
sometimes I just feel its one more thing you have to do you know what I
mean its just like another obligation and its just really hard.” “It’s like a
second job really.” “Yeah.” “Its like working two part time jobs.” “Say
like you go to extracurricular activities like and then you go to school and
then activities and then you have to go home and like do your homework
and deal with your family matters and then you got to-” “Then you’ve got
your girlfriend to worry about.” “Yeah, you can lose all your free time.”
(White Males).
White adolescents more often discuss not having enough time for going-out
relationships (e.g., “Sometimes it’s hard to find time.” (White Male)). One White Female
adolescent discussion illustrates this feeling.
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“Well, guys steal lot of your time away. You have to figure, everyday you
spend at least how many hours, on the phone, in person, driving to their
house, picking up stuff, driving back.” “Thinking about them.” “Just so
much time spent on a guy. So, like, it’s a waste of time.”
One White Male also spoke about how this was a frequent issue in his peer group.
“Sometimes people make like a big deal out of it, they complain like I don’t have time
with this stuff and I have school and work and I got all the other extracurricular stuff like
dance or something.” Another White Male describes how he does not have enough time
to be in a going-out relationship.
“For me I can’t with school I can’t handle a relationship it’s just because I
have trouble with school it’s really hard for me to keep up and I just can’t
handle it its just way too much time and effort like I’d love to have a
relationship I just can’t let myself, too much weight.”
One White Male explains that the reason why he does not have enough time for a
going-out relationship is because he has too many other things going on in his life. Latino
adolescents rarely spoke about time in this way.
“I think some difficulties are you have so much other stuff going on. Like
a job or sports school and its kind of like its almost hard to do it because
then you have so much stuff going on you don’t know what to do and you
have its frustrating on both sides because you’re not spending time with
her and your doing all that other stuff and there’s your difficulty right
there is having no time to spend with each other.” (White Male).

134

Latina females did not describe time spent going out with somebody as negative.
So, would you say that you want to be able to spend as much of your free time with
him? “Well, not, like a lot of it, but not all of it.” “Most of it.” (Latina Females). Another
Latina Female group describes how boyfriends can distract you but that this was viewed
as more exciting than frustrating.
“All you think about is that. Like even in class, you will get so distracted.
Like, ‘What is he doing right now?’ Or like, ‘I want to see him’.” “’Oh, I
wonder what we are going to do later on?’” “You don’t eat, you don’t do
your work, you just, your mind is somewhere else. Or you are texting
him…” “Or you are going to go meet him in the hallway or something.
I’m all, ‘I don’t know’. I’m all, ‘I don’t know’.” “You walk the long way
to class just to see someone.” “’Oh, there you are’.” “’Oh, I was just
passing by. My class is over there, but…’” “You go out of your way for
certain people and you are late to your classes.” “Every single class you
are late.”
Latino males mentioned negative aspects of time spent in relationships, but not in
the same way as it was described by White males.
“Like the first three months we were like together every day, and like it’s
just hard, like to not see her every day you know?” Is it typical that you
see each other every day? “Everyday, absolutely.” “I don’t know about
everyday, because personally, like sometimes she calls like I’m just like
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[sigh] like it doesn’t have to be like everyday, but most of the time.”
(Latino Male).
Longer-Lasting and Intense Relationships
Going-out relationships have the highest commitment levels over other
relationship types and include long-term relationships. “In my last relationship, was
almost a year relationship. He was my first love or whatever.” (White Female). A Latina
Female defines a going out relationship as “when you’ve been with that person for a long
time.” Going-out relationships do not necessarily have to be long-term but they include
longer lasting relationships. However, having year-long relationships is recognized as
atypical. “Um, my relationship right now is long. We’ve been together for two years and
I’m still with him” (Latina Female).
Although going-out relationships are the longest lasting relationships, adolescents
also recognize that these relationships are not meant to last forever or involve long-term
life commitments. “Even when people do get into like real relationships, they usually
don’t last that long.” (White Female). Adolescents additionally feel that they are too
young to find the person they want to be with long-term. “We’re like sixteen and we’re
definitely not going to stay with this person.” (White Female). “Especially at this age, I
mean you’re obviously not going to marry a person.” (White Male). Some adolescents
make reference to when they attend college as a possible time to find a long-term love
relationship.
“Maybe like ninety-nine percent of the time it’s [not] going to last into
college…I don’t think…any relationship in high school…” “They get
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married right out of high school.” “I don’t think anyone is going to end up
getting married right out of high school. Like, yeah. College… I think it’s
just a time to like experiment and get to know people.” (White Female).
Latino adolescents also felt that they were not likely to make long-term love
commitments in high school, but they often framed this as not expecting to find a longterm love relationship, rather than using language such as ‘definitely not’ or ‘obviously
not’ staying with a romantic partner after high school. For example, “Don’t expect to be
with them for the rest of your life.” (Latino Male). Similarly, “Like, you are not going to
find the love of your life right now. Well, you never know if you are, but.” “Don’t expect
to…” “Yeah, don’t expect to.” (Latina Female). In another group, one Latina Female
alternates between you ‘can’ break up, you ‘will’ break up, and then ends with, it is ‘most
likely’. “And if you fall in love, no, like fall in love or whatever. But stay on your feet
and know that you can get hurt and you can break up. Like, you will break up or
whatever. Most likely.” (Latina Female).
Although adolescents recognize that these relationships are not permanent, it is
important to them for other people to recognize the level of seriousness or intensity in
these relationships, even if it is for only a limited period. “Um, if it’s not really taken
seriously by older people, adults like teachers or people, its like ‘awww’.” “It’s just like
‘oh you don’t know what you’re doing’, something like that.” “Yeah.” “They should take
it serious.” (Latino Males). Within a White Male group an adolescent recounts a story in
which he experienced frustration in not having his relationship taken seriously.
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“The thing about high school is like whenever you start a relationship and
no one ever things thinks that its going to last more than like a few-”
“Yeah, there’s a lot of doubting, like ‘oh it’s not gonna last’.” “A lot of
people in general just like, its like yeah there’s friends who think that will
happen and parents think like that and I’m sure teachers do…like they just
kind of don’t take it seriously and kind of like blow if off.” “Yeah like
okay one of my, I’m in ‘young life’ which is like, it’s like a youth group
but it’s not really a youth group and the counselors like they get to be your
really good friends…but they just don’t like, they’re older though they’re
ya know like nineteen, twenty, and they just don’t like take it seriously at
all. Like that’s great ‘cause they’ve had relationships that have
lasted…But a lot of them are just like so negative, like Miss Logan… I
was like talking to her on like the phone…and it was like stupid cause she
was like giving me all crap about it, I wanted to punch her in the
face…she was just being like retarded it was making me mad.” She was
being really negative about like the seriousness? “Yeah yeah, I can see
like how…a lot of them like, most of them like…probably like ninety nine
percent of them don’t last ya know but there is that chance that it will last
and like maybe you did find someone you’re supposed to be with the rest
of your life like who knows ya know?” Or maybe even more
importantly it’s important at the time no matter how long it’s lasting.
“Exactly.” “Yeah.” “But, ya know a lot of people are just like, they kind of

138

just like have never, you hear connotations from relationships like it
doesn’t matter ‘it’s not gonna last blah blah blah blah blah’. And they just
like won’t shut up about it.”
In this conversation, the White adolescent Male expresses significant frustration
over not being taken seriously in his relationship. He has a strong desire for older people
in his life to understand the emotional investment in his relationship.
Although going-out relationships may not last a long time, the emotional
investment in these relationships is strong. One White Female adolescent group discusses
the difficulty in becoming emotionally invested and knowing the relationship will
eventually be terminated.
“Yeah, you always…are going to get your heart broken. Every
relationship, the more you are going to do it. Because it doesn’t matter,
because it’s not going to last forever, you know somewhere there is going
to be a fall out and that hurts so bad.” “Yeah.” “Like, to trust somebody so
much. It’s like, it’s like you’re leaning, like holding somebody otherwise
you’re going to fall off the mountain and it’s such a risk to take and you
take it and there’s and I don’t, the first time you do it, you don’t even
realize it. You’re like playing with fire and then you just get burned really
bad and you’re just like, ‘Shoot, that stinks.’” “It hurts. It crushes you.”
However, it does not typically take long for adolescents to recover from the loss
after a relationship is terminated. One adolescent describes that although intense feelings
are experienced after a loss; you quickly move on and soon ‘forget’ the intense feelings
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that you had over the loss. This leads some adolescents to feel that their original intense
feelings over the loss are irrational.
“I feel so stupid when I cry over a guy.” “(another female responds) Why
do you feel stupid?” “Because you’re like in your car…get home from a
track meet, in the parking lot, just like crying and…” “Aw.” “It’s stupid.”
“And then like, when you think about it, you’re like, ‘Why did I cry over
that?’” “Yeah, three months later, you’re like, ‘Oh my gosh, what am I?’”
“Or like a week later, you know, in some cases. You’re like…” “It’s true.”
As one Latina Female discussion unfolds, it becomes clear that although
adolescents can have intense emotions toward one individual, they can also
quickly have the same intense feelings for another person. “You are like, ‘Oh my
God, he’s different’.” “Yeah. ‘Oh, he’s different. He’s the one.’ Then, the next
one, ‘Oh’.”
In this sense, going-out relationships are intense, but not necessarily “serious”.
“High school’s not really like the best time because like it no one ever gets serious. It’s
more like you experience it.” (White Female). When Latino Males were asked what it is
like for people their age to be in a relationship they responded.
“Weird.” Weird, in what way? “To the point that it’s not serious.” “Yeah
like it’s not childish in a way but then again its just not serious it’s like in
between childish and serious.” “It’s like going out to places and just being
with them for however you last with them so it’s not really serious.”
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Money
The male groups, especially White males, talked about needing to have financial
means and needing spend money in order to maintain their going out relationship. “You
gotta have money.” [laughter] “That’s so true.” “It is so true.” “Gotta have money and
you gotta be willing to pay for it.” (White Males). Another White Male group echoed this
sentiment. “Buying stuff.” “Oh gosh.” “That’s what I was going to say.” [laughter]
“Yeah, dishing out the money man.” (White Males).
Money is required in order to purchase things for their partner or to be able to do
things with their partner. For example, “Pay for their movie ticket.” (Latino Male). In
another Latino Male group a debate arose in the conversation surrounding why you spend
money on your partner.
“And usually girls expect you to buy them stuff so…” “You’re expected to
buy them stuff or take them places.” “That’s kind of a material
relationship though because if you really like that person then your not
gonna be like over there like buy me this and…”
A White Male group expressed similar feelings to what was captured in the later
part of the previous conversation in that the context of spending money matters. The
White Males in the following group they felt like they needed money to purchase things,
but that they wanted to spend money on their partner because it made them feel good.
Towards the end of the conversation, it is clear that spending money also is good for the
relationship.
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“Whether it’s like, like getting her something or like, I’m not bribing her
anything I just like, I just like the way it makes me feel. As I was saying
like I just like to make her feel good whether it’s like just something small
or like ya know.” “Or an Ipod.” “Dude she’s going to Germany for a long
time alright, so.” “Flowers for her birthday.” “Yeah like just things that.”
“Like, when she’s happy like it just makes, it just makes me feel happy
like ya know.” “It probably just makes the situation better too. Well it
doesn’t probably, it does.”
On the other hand, some males said that their motivation for purchasing things for
their partner was so that they could experience physical activities within the relationship.
So what kind of things do you do when you hang out with the person
you’re in a relationship with? “Shop.” [laughter] “That’s, that’s awful
man.” “I, I go and I buy something and I expect something…I go just
‘cause I’m hoping to expect something later after I buy her stuff.” (White
Males).
Within this conversation, one White adolescent Male believes that if he purchases
something for a girl that she will feel guilty or obligated to ‘put out’ in return.
The Partner’s Friends
Other sacrifices that boys mentioned that had to be made in relationships included
impressing their partners’ girlfriends.
“Once at the start of it there is a lot of pressure the longer you get with
them the more relaxed people get with around you and just figure the two
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of you are together but at the start of it there’s a lot of pressure from
everyone else especially like from her friends and your friends…You have
to try, you have try, you have to make their friends like you, because if
they don’t their not you know not really going to talk to you. Its little stuff
like that you have to kind of flatter them a little bit, is that the word?”
(White Male).
A Latino Male group discusses how it is only girl’s friends that need to be
impressed because they ‘care’ more about the relationship than male friends do.
“It’s always harder on the guy like the girl’s friends, ‘cause they’re always
there.” “Yeah.” “And there always just there you know?” Here friends
are always there? “Yeah, [you have to ] impress them, I guess, cause
she’s really close to her friends and I don’t think you have to impress your
guy friends cause I don’t think they really care.”
A White Male group describes that it is important to impress your girlfriend’s
friends because it can strongly affect your relationship with her.
“Like, I knew that I trusted her friends because her friends liked me too so
I know I can deal with that and I didn’t have to try to please them all of the
time. Because they approved of me to start it off, so just knowing I didn’t
have to be worried about them helped me out.” “You have to be nice to
them.” “Yeah you can’t just like shrug them off saying ‘this is our time go
away please’.” “If she has a friend you do not like or never liked, you have
to try, try to be nice to them.” “You have to impress her too though like
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she’ll tell her friends that, ‘oh he got me this’ or and they’ll-” “They’ll just
judge you by ‘oh how sweet’ or something like that.”
In addition to having to impress their girlfriend’s friends, boys also mentioned
that they were required to spend time with their partner’s friends.
“Yeah I think it happens more like once you start going out with a girl you
pretty much put her first and her friends course come with her all the time
so you put her with them and then your old friends you have to put aside
until that relationship is done.” (White Males).
This sacrifice was typically viewed negatively because they occasionally did not
get along with their partner’s friends.
“My last relationship I hung out with her and her friends and I hated her
friends [laughter] and it was terrible.” So is that typical that you usually
have to hang out with their friends? “Yeah.” “Well you share.” “Yeah I
have to do that too.” (White Males).
Boyfriend’s friends played a different role in the relationship. Males
reported having to be careful to be consistent with their behavior around their
romantic partner when they were in the company of their own friends. This was
particularly mentioned by White Males.
“To be nice and caring to the other person and treat your partner as you
would when you’re with her when you’re around your friends. If you treat
them like, just like you’re really nice to them you by yourselves or all nice
and something and then you’re around your friends and you guys are all
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like ‘yeah whatever blah blah blah’. It can really end a relationship fast.”
“So you gotta be careful about that.” (White Males).
Females also mentioned that they did not like it when their partners behavior was
inconsistent between the one-on-one and peer context. This change in behavior could also
be detected over the phone, when an adolescents’ boyfriend was in the presence of his
peers.
“You can always tell when your boyfriend is with his friends. Like cause
like…” “You’re talking about on the phone and stuff?” “Yeah.” “Yeah.
You can.” “You know, you’re like, ‘Oh, you know, hey, what are you
doing?’” “(in nonchalent tone)‘Oh, Hi’” “’Um, yeah. I miss you’.” “’Oh,
really? Oh, ok’.” “I am like… [laughter].” “That or they won’t answer
their phone.” (White Females).
Thus, the level of commitment or maintenance required for a going-out
relationship exceeded any other form or type of adolescent sexual relationship.
DATING
The next ‘serious’ relationship within the hierarchy of adolescents sexual
relationships was referred to as ‘dating’ or ‘casual dating’. The nature of the relationship
varies the most within this category compared to any other relationship category and
adolescents changed their terminology (i.e., dating versus casual dating) depending on the
context of the relationship. This category is referred to as ‘dating’ in order to encompass
the broader relational category. In general, adolescents had difficulty providing a label for
this relational category but would generally fall back on using ‘dating’. One conversation
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from a White Female group illustrates this difficulty in labeling the relationship when
you are not as serious as a going-out relationship.
“There’s the guys that you’re like, ‘Wow’. And you just have that
connection…you both feel that connection. It is kind of recognized and
then it can move on, up levels from there.” “Yeah. There’s not such a
good name for those upper levels.” “Yeah.” “I mean, besides dating or
boyfriend/girlfriend or married.”
A White Male groups also describes a dating relationship and views this
relationship type as less serious than a going-out relationship. “You go on dates.”
“Yeah.” “Out to dinner, see movies, not technically ‘boyfriend girlfriend’.” “Yeah.” A
dialogue within a White Male group demonstrates similar difficulty in labeling what the
group understands as a ‘dating’ relationship and also provides a definition of what a
dating relationship is.
“I think that sounds like you’re not really ‘boyfriend girlfriend’ but you’re
kind of like getting into that.” “Yeah.” “Like you’re figuring out who each
other is and that kind of stuff.” “Yeah I mean like the dating, you know,
that part of it is just when you’re sort of getting to know someone, I mean
you go on dates with a friend, you know.” “Yeah.” “That’s sort of what
you do, I mean you go on dates just for the purpose of getting to know
someone better.”
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Foundation
Going on Dates
As illustrated in the previous paragraph, a dating relationship is partly defined by
the activity (i.e., going out on dates). For example, “Dating is like, ‘Let’s go to a movie’.”
(White Female) or “You go on dates with each other. You go to movies and maybe
carnivals.” (White Female).
Adolescents were more often conceptualized this relationship as activity based.
For example, “With dating it’s just kind of like hanging out.” “Just with another person,
going one on one, going to a movie.” (Latino Male). Although the activities that took
place in a dating relationship were similar to the activities that occur within a going-out
relationship, a dating relationship was more defined by the activities that occurred. “If it’s
dating then I think you do more activity stuff, like....” “Yeah, yeah. Movies and, I don’t
know…Park mall.” (White Female). Also the frequency of the activity was important. “I
would say if you’re going out on dates regularly then you’re dating.” (White Male).
Getting to Know Each Other
The dating relationship is founded on “getting to know each other”. Adolescents
do not have a strong emotional connection because they typically do not know each other
well. As one White Female states. “I think when you’re [dating], it’s more both of you
getting to know each other. Because…you really don’t know the other person as well as
you might think.” Another White Female states that you are getting to know each other
particularly at the beginning of the relationship. “To begin with definitely, it’s more like
more one on one type thing because you’re getting to know each other and you’re getting
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into the rhythm of the whole dating thing.” When one adolescent was involved in this
type of relationship she “got to see what more he was like.” (Latina Female).
There is not as much emotional connection as a going-out relationship because
you still do not really know your romantic partner, and are still getting to know each
other. “In a dating relationship you don’t really know them.” “You get to know them.”
You’re getting to know them, who you’re dating? “Yeah.” (Latino Male). Another
group further illustrates the lowered emotional connection in this relationship type.
“Dating is like…” “Just going out to the movies.” “Yeah, it’s yeah, ‘whatever’.”
So, you don’t necessarily care about them as much? “Well, not as much
as…” “It’s kind of like getting to know people.” “Yeah, getting to know if
you want to start something later with them.” (Latina Female).
There is less trust or emotional connection (e.g., “you’re not as open as you are
with your friends” (White Female)) in a dating relationship than a going out relationship
because of the uncertainty that the relationship may mean more to one person than the
other. For example, “you know, you don’t really know like exactly what your relationship
is and it’s kind of confusing.” (White Female). A Latina female explains how her
boyfriend was unable to ‘open up’ to her when they were dating because they were not
yet close enough emotionally. “After [we] were an official couple…he opened himself up
to me.”
There is some belief among both females and males that males may lie about their
emotional investment in order to experience more sexual activities.
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“I think that most of the guys when they try to do stuff like just to be
really romantic its cause its because they want to get to the next step and
girls do it to be romantic because they like it that way then there’s a lot of
guys who want to do that stuff because all they think about is-” “I agree.”
“Yeah.” “-All they think about is sex.” So when you say ‘bring it to the
next step’ you don’t mean like to be more serious in the relationship,
you mean to be more physical. “Yeah, yeah.” “Yes.” (White Males).
A Latina Female group notes how a male will express that they ‘love’ their
romantic partner in order to experience sexual activity. Female adolescents feel more
comfortable experiencing physical activity within the context of a loving relationship.
“Like, at the beginning, when they, ‘I love you.’ You’ll be like, ‘Ok.’ You
know… sometimes they just take advantage of that word just to get what they
want…” “Yeah.” (Latina Females).
Lying to experience sexual activities occurs less often in a going-out relationship.
“A lot of guys like they try to be all romantic and stuff to try and like get
something out of it like ‘oh I’m gonna be really nice to you and like get
some ass’.” “’I missed you’.” “I am only saying this so I can have sex with
you.” “Yeah.” “But like that’s totally not my mindset when I’m like doing
something for someone I actually like care about.” (White Males).
Transitional Relationship
Dating is viewed as more of a transitional relationship; it either transitions into a
going-out relationship (e.g., “to get ready to lead into a relationship” (Latina Female)) or
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it ends (e.g., “it starts out they like just hang out on the weekends and stuff and then all of
a sudden it just dies and gets pulled back” (White Male) or “Some people just let dating
end.” (Latina female)).
The varied emotional connection in this relationship makes it difficult for
adolescents to know if the relationship will turn into a going-out relationship or not. This
makes this type of relationship somewhat frustrating to adolescents. “Dating someone,
you never, like it’s never clear if it’s actually going to turn into a relationship, so it makes
it more…like, ‘what’s going to happen?’.” (Latina Female). White females more often
viewed dating as an opportunity to explore before committing to a going-out relationship.
“Like a lot of people date first before they get into a romantic relationship…you really
can’t tell if you want a romantic relationship [you] keep your options open, you know.”
(White Female).
New Experiences
Dating relationships are also founded on gaining new experiences. Adolescents
want to become involved in dating relationships to learn new experiences (e.g., “To give
you experience.” (Latina Female). One Latino Male views dating as a context through
which you can gain new experiences before meeting the ‘right’ person. “You never know
if it’s the right person that that you’re with and so you can experience stuff in the
relationship before you get to the right person.” Some adolescents specify these new
experiences as physical. For example, “You have to know how to kiss because-” “That’s
the truth, It’s the truth man, they be hating on you.” “Yeah.” “They would.” (Latino
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Males). A White Female group explains that the dating context is one in which you can
learn things without parental guidance.
“Probably a good thing is like you grow as a person.” “It’s a new stage.”
“Yeah. Like…when you become a teenager, your first thing is, ‘Oh I get
to drive.’ And ‘Oh, I get to go and date.’…And so you know it’s basically
it becomes like a whole new chapter. Like you’re use to like having your
parents direct you and then like you’re finally able to some what make
your own decisions.”
Negative experiences were also reported as important to learn in dating
relationships. Females more often than males mentioned the importance of experiencing
negative emotional experiences.
“It’s not good to learn about [negative] stuff at a young age. But you will have to
learn it eventually.” “You start dating at a young age, like you will become more
emotionally mature faster.” “Stronger.” “Yeah.” “And you will be ready for your
longer relationships. And they will progress into longer relationships.” (White
Females).
Another White Female group said that the timing of experiencing dating
relationships is important. They felt that the high school context was a good environment
to have these negative dating experiences.
“And I think it’s just like everyone is trying out and seeing what they
like…because, in the real…world, you won’t have the safety net that high
school gives.” “It’s not like it’s just another person just coming
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somewhere out of the world and you’re just meeting and you can just
follow that. It’s almost like they are going to be there anyways, so you can
try…” “Yeah. It sort of keeps you away from that realization of like a true
relationship.”
Impressions
This relationship is more than just a physical connection (e.g., “it’s both mental
and physical” (White Female)), but the people involved still do not know each other that
well so they are not completely comfortable in the relationship and want to project a good
impression on the other person. For example, “You’re like, ‘Eh, what is this guy going to
think?’ or, ‘How is this guy going to react?’ And then you kind of get in the swing again
and the swing into it.” (White Female).
“In a dating relationship, its like, ‘Oh, I wonder if he’s going to think this?’, or, ‘I
wonder if she is going to think this?’ And it really stresses you out. You go out on
dates and you put on special outfits and stuff. It’s like you put on a new mask.”
(White Female).
A dating relationship is based more on physical appearance than a going-out
relationship (e.g., “I think [dating] is more physical attraction.” (White Female)). A
conversation within a White Male group also emphasizes the importance of physical
attraction. “It depends on how attractive she is, if they’re really ugly you’re kind of just
like ‘fuck that’.” “Duh at least she’s a girl.” (White Male). One Latina group mentions
how attraction is particularly important for their age. “I think a physical attraction is
important as well.” “I think, as a teenager, looks are a big, big, big, deal.” [Laughter]
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“Big.” A conversation from a White Male group also reveals that physical attraction is
particularly important for guys their age. Physical attractiveness is used to gain interest,
before they decide to approach someone.
“I’m saying like most guys our age they’ll look at physical attraction first
then they’ll try to talk to them.” “I agree.” “They want the physical part to
be first.” “Yeah.” “And then they’ll see a girl, they’ll see a pretty hot girl
and their personality might not be all that great, they’ll try to adjust, I
mean they’ll work around it. Janie [laughter] all I had to do is try to make
her be quiet or something.” [laughter] “Duct tape.”
One White Female complains about how people base dating relationships too
much on physical appearance rather than an emotional connection. “The first guy who
comes along that is cute, you are just going to go after him.” Similarly, a Latino Male
feels negatively about the emphasis on physical attractiveness in dating relationships.
“They’re fake.” They’re fake? “Yeah.” What do you mean? “People just like they’ll
like you for how you look like and they don’t really see what you have to give…”
Physical appearance was also described as exciting by some females. A
conversation within a White Female group reveals these positive feelings.
“Yeah, it’s just like exciting like to know that someone is caring about you
or thinking about you when they call you and stuff like that. You can wake
up each day and be like, ‘Oh, I want to look good today, you know, to,
because there is someone to look good for instead of just…’” “But you got
to love that dressing up and going out on a date and feeling like he’s just
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there to impress you. He’s just there to like cater to you.” “It’s fun to dress
up and feel really good about yourself, but I don’t think it should be just
for him.”
Similarly a Latina group reports that they like the attention they get within a
dating relationship when they make an impression. “Like, you’re all dressed up.” “I think
I like the attention. That’s what I like.” “You’re like, ‘Oh, can I come over?’ And he’s
like.” [Voices talking over each other] “That’s when I hop in the shower.”
This relationship type is also based more on markers of physical affection than a
going out relationship (e.g., “Yeah its physical stuff…very nice.” (White Male)).
Adolescents place importance on physical affection because they are more likely to show
each other that they care physically rather than emotionally (i.e., need to ‘prove’ that they
care). “Like, I think more in dating you are more ‘touchy feely’, just like, not really
sexual, but more like holding hands and hugging and stuff.” (White Female).
The physical connection itself varies from “you guys hold hands” (Latina Female)
or “just hugs and kisses” (Latino Male) through sexual intercourse. One White Female
explains how some of her peers that are in dating relationships have sexual intercourse
without the emotional connection that comes with a going-out relationship. “A lot of kids
are sleeping around. These relationships are serious in the fact that physically, but
emotionally they are not more serious.” “Yeah. They are not more serious, they are just
doing more things.” (White Female).
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Commitment
Exclusive Sometimes
Whether or not a dating relationship should be exclusive or not varied across
people and relationships. As one White Male group discussed, dating is “exclusive
sometimes.” So it can be exclusive or it could be not. “It’s a vague terminology.” “Yeah
it’s extremely vague.” One White Female group explained this as dependent on how
casual the dating relationship was.
“Dating can be like casual dating like you go out sometimes and you like
go out with other people, but then you can be like dating someone like
exclusively, like you only date them, so dating can be different.”
“Different levels.” “[You are] able to hang out with different people and
not feel like…” That you’re doing something wrong? “Yeah.”
Some adolescents felt that whether or not the relationship was exclusive was a
personal decision.
“Now actually some people think that dating and going out are two
different things in that you can date as many people as you want but, I’m
not one of those people though I think it’s the same, to me like dating and
going out with someone.” (White Male).
In some cases it appeared that although adolescents did not ‘have to’ be exclusive
under a dating relationship, but at the same time they were hesitant for their parents to
know about the relationship because their parents would not understand that the
relationship did not have to be exclusive.
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Would you meet each others parents? “No it would feel kind of funny I
think it would be uncomfortable.” “I would be.” “Cause then it would be
weird…Let’s say you might be dating someone else, and then let’s say we
go to my house to make out or something. And they kinda…say ‘what the
hell are you doing?’.” (Latino Males).
In general, however, adolescents felt that there is no obligation to be exclusive
under a dating relationship. For example, one White Male discussed what would happen
if he was in a dating relationship. So then you wouldn’t be exclusive with that person?
“Not necessarily, just casual.” Similarly a Latina Female group talked about nonexclusivity within dating relationships. “Other people just like play around. It’s just
dating.” “Yeah.” One White Female used a metaphor to explain non-exclusivity in
dating.
“I think you can date more than one person, but, I mean, it’s different now
[than when you’re older].” “You’re dating someone and they’re dating
other people too. So, it’s just like you are all just trying flavors of ice
cream before you buy it.”
Another White Female spoke about her own dating experience to illustrate the
lack of expectation for exclusivity in a dating relationship. “I started dating someone and
they just automatically started calling me their girlfriend...And I was just confused
because I was still dating other people. You have to ask about being exclusive because
sometimes the other person…it has to be mutual.”
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However, if one person was not exclusive it could be problematic for the
relationship. One White Male described a situation in which there is a chance of losing
one relationship if you are dating two people at the same time.
“You’ll be like hitting it off with one girl at one school and another girl at
another school and like they have no idea about each other but then one
day like you’ll start getting more interested in one of them and the other
girl will be all hurt and like the whole friendship is just gone and so its
just…” “Yeah.”
A Latino Male described the personal difficulty in dating more than one person at
once because he would not be certain of his feelings for either one.
“I think one person, cause, if there’s two, if you have more than one, there will be
problems right there, you won’t know who you really love you’ll be like ‘oh I
love you’ and then ‘I love you’…and you’ll be like I’m just getting myself
confused cause I don’t know which one I love more.” “If you give on too much
attention the other one will get mad or something like that.” (Latino Males).
At the end of the last paragraph we can see that although you are not ‘supposed’
to be in an exclusive relationship, the person you are dating may still become upset if you
are not exclusive. This theme is illustrated in greater detail below.
“If you’re in a casual relationship and you see someone you know…” “If
you’re in a relationship at all you can’t go up and talk to them.” Even if
you’re in a casual relationship? “I think so.” “The girls will still take it
as a relationship.” “They will take it as a relationship.” “Yeah they will.”

157

“The girl will just take it and start asking me, ‘oh you like her now’ and
then they’ll be like, ‘oh so you want to be with her’ and then they try to
rub it on to you like just almost to make you feel guilty and you realize
that if you want to keep this girl that you’re going to have to put hard
enough because she’s going to make it hard to stay with her.” “That’s
what I think. Being in a casual relationship you still feel, I still feel that if I
can be committed to that one girl and I start talking to other girls and she
finds out that I’m even talking that I just want to be friends she’s going to
be all jealous and mad at me that’s why I would rather not have a
relationship actually, have a casual relationship.” Is that what you have
now? “Yeah.” “Its, I mean its also tempting when you’re in a casual
relationship like there’s other girls and its just tempting not to do
something.” (White Males).
Similar to the theme above, from a Latina perspective, adolescents felt it was not
required to be exclusive within a dating relationship, but that if you were not that it was
really cheating. “It’s not called cheating…but, you both know, like you’re cheating.”
“Yeah.” Another Latina Female group expanded on this by describing how not being
exclusive takes away the guilt of cheating. “You make yourself believe that it’s not
cheating just to make yourself feel better. But it is.” “You are playing with other people’s
feelings…you play with other people’s feelings.” “And you feel bad.”
Both male and female adolescents noted that there were gender double standards
for not maintaining an exclusive relationship. One White Male group felt that it was more
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common for their peers to be in exclusive relationships because of the negative labels
associated with a non-exclusive relationship. “Or else um, if they’re not usually the girls
are labeled sluts and the guys are labeled awesome.” “Yeah.” [laughter] “Double
standards but I’m not complaining.” (White Males). Latino Males also noted the gender
double standard in having non-exclusive relationships.
Usually if you date someone is it kind of expected that you just date
that person? “Yeah.” “Yeah.” “Cause its like presumably-” “Not every,
not every girl is gonna want have you like be with other girls maybe one
girl will but the other one won’t.” “You’ll be labeled…” You’ll be
labeled as what? “Like, a ‘skeez’.” “’Player’, something like that.” “Well
yeah it’s like calling, some girls like ‘players’ some don’t.” “It’s like if I
called him a ‘player’ it’s like calling girl a ‘slut’, it’s like the same thing
but for guys.” “It doesn’t sound so bad.” (Latino Males).
Less Obligation
There is less obligation and maintenance associated with a dating relationship
compared to a going out relationship (e.g., “Like you’re not there for them.” (Latina
Female)). Furthermore, adolescents are not required to call or “check-in” with each other.
“You’ll say casually, just like ‘I’ll call you when I call you’.” (White Male). Adolescent
females report “holding back” their phone calls in order to give the impression of a casual
relationship.
“If we’re not, personally, if I wasn’t, if he wasn’t my boyfriend or we
were just dating, I wouldn’t call him everyday. It would just be weird.”
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“Yeah.” “There are some girls that don’t like calling guys. They just don’t
want to sound like they’re needy I guess.” “Yeah, exactly.” (Latina
Females).
In a dating relationship, Latina Female adolescents often reported that they do not
have “the right” to be upset with their partner because their relationship is supposed to be
casual. “You don’t get mad if they don’t call you everyday or whatever.” (Latina
Female). Another Latina Female notes “I remember we said this [before], like if you’re
only dating, you can’t tell them, ‘Oh, why are you talking to her?’ You know.” “It’s not
serious.” “Yeah.” When another group of Latina Females were questioned about their
feelings towards the other person in a dating relationship, they felt that their feelings were
similar to a going-out relationship, but they did not have the same “rights” as a going-out
relationship.
Do you think you would still feel like that person is your boyfriend even
though they are not and it’s just casual? Do you think you would still have
the same feeling? Or no? “Maybe the same feeling, but like you know that it’s
not the same.” “And you would act…If a guy cheated on you or something, if I
was actually dating him I wouldn’t be able to like say something because I’m
supposed to trust you kind of thing. And casually, I kind of don’t have a right to
say anything.”
In addition to less obligations, less time is required for a dating relationship.
Adolescents do not need to set aside time for a dating relationship like they do in a goingout relationship. “We’ll see you in a couple weeks.” “It’s just dating.” “Like, you go out
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Wednesday…” (Latina Female). Similarly, you do not need to take away time with your
friends or extracurricular activities for your dating partner (e.g., “see them after stuff.”
(White Male)). A Latino Male notes how you do not have to make time in a dating
relationships and that these relationships are more convenient.
“In like a dating relationship you just like, you don’t go out of your way,
like to do, like go out with them and stuff, like in a romantic relationship
like you make time for that…instead of saying, ‘uh I gotta go’.”
Less obligation associated with these relationship is viewed positively by
adolescent males. One White Male compares a dating relationship to a divorced males
weekend visitations with his children. “You see a guy who got divorced and then he gets
to see his kids like every other week…and how much he loves those kids ‘cause he only
gets to see them every once in a while? That’d be nice.”
Short-Term Relationships
Dating relationships are brief and casual (e.g., “like a week later, they’re done”
(White Female)) due to the fact that it functions primarily as a transitional relationship
and is more unstable, thus not likely to be long-term. One White Male explains that one
of his casual dating relationships was relatively short. “We weren’t like going-out but
like, sorta not really I don’t know but it was only like for three weeks and like-” “That’s
not serious.” “-I was like this isn’t going anywhere.” Another White Male emphasizes the
lack of longevity in this relationship type. “Cause if it’s just casual, then you just go out
once in a while with someone they just don’t last as long as a romantic [relationships].”
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Notably, dating relationships are casual (e.g., “It’s not serious.” (Latina Female)).
If adolescents try to violate the agreements of a casual relationship and attempt to become
more serious, they risk losing the relationship. One White Female adolescent explains.
“Like, if you introduce the guy to your mom as your boyfriend, he’s going to get all
creeped out and two days later he’s not there anymore. That’s the problem.” Additionally,
adolescents treat the relationship casually by repeatedly terminating and initiating the
relationship. “If you’re just… see[ing] somebody…then you see them and then go back
to them…like I see… a lot of people [date] and then they break up and then like two
weeks later they get back together” (White Male). Or, on the other hand, you may
terminate one relationship, and move onto a new casual relationship in succession.
“You’re with one person for like one week, and then with another for another week.”
(Latino Male).
Mutuality
A major concern within dating relationships is how mutual the commitment to the
relationship is. Because a “dating” relationship is less defined than a “going out”
relationship, there is more room for misinterpretations or different goals. One Latino
Male advises, “Yeah don’t be the only one in love in the relationship.” “Yeah, I’d be mad
they might be dating over there.” A conversation with a Latina Female group reveals the
importance of gaining mutuality within the dating relationship.
“I think, if somebody is going to be in a relationship, that they should
make sure that the person that they’re with is on the same level as them.
Because you guys are on two different levels, it’s just not going to work.”

162

What do you mean by levels? “Like, on the same page, like…” “Maybe
he’s just with you, he’s just with you for now, but he doesn’t see himself
with you in long term, but you want yourself to be able to have a
‘whatever’.” “Yeah, I mean, you guys have get on the same level.”
Notably, it appears that not having a mutually committed relationship occurs
frequently in dating relationship. When one Latino Male is asked if people are committed
in dating relationship he responds, “Umm, one person is and one person just sees
something in you that they like so they use you for that, or that’s what I have
experienced.” Similarly, a Latina Female notes that in her dating relationship she became
emotionally committed before the other person did. “And sometimes it sucks because like
you already fell for that person, but they didn’t for you.”
Typically, both boys and girls reported that girls are more likely to be committed
in a dating relationship, or want the relationship to be more committed. For example, “Oh
yeah, girls do. And they get attached easier…I do, I get attached to a guy…and they’re
not thinking about it.” (White Female). Upon asking a series of follow-up questions,
Latina’s similarly reveal that females want more emotional commitment in relationships.
Like if you want a serious relationship and the person you are with
just wants to date? “Right, yeah.” Does that happen a lot, do you think,
like you want different things? “Yeah.” “I think girls are more, um,
emotional than guys are.” “Yeah, you get attached faster.” “Yeah.”
Another White Female focus group explains that girls become more emotionally
involved when there is sexual activity in the relationship, but guys just view the sexual
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activity as physical. “Because girls and women…” “They get their hopes up easily.” “you
may feel closer to the guy, but a lot of times when…” “the guy is just into…” “getting
laid.”. One Latina Female recounts a story of one of her friend’s relationship that
illustrates this point.
“[My] friend…was in a relationship since she was in eighth grade…and he
started to end the relationship like this past year and [she] was like so
attached. She called the cops on him. Like, she made his life hell because
like I believe if they weren’t sexually active, she would have understood
it. But since they were, he was the first, there was more meaning there for
the relationship.” “Girls do tend to get really attached.” (Latina Female).
Males also report that females are more likely than males to want a relationship.
One White Male group brings up this issue in discussion. “Guys not really wanting a
romantic relationships…” “Yeah that sucks…yeah.” Do you guys think that’s true?
“Most of the time.” One White Male group describes this as females needing a
relationship. “Girls like seem to need to have that other someone, like a guy, more than a
guy needs to have a girl.” “Yeah.” Additionally, some males felt pressured into a
relationship from females when they did not want to be.
“Chicks can pressure you” Into being in a relationship with them?
“Yeah.” Do you think girls like want to have that commitment more
than guys do? “Yeah.” “Some chicks do.” “A lot of them do.” “Yeah.”
“They’re more willing to commit than guys are, it seems cause like I don’t
know they get, guys just want to stay home and play games and what not
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and girls want to have like a serious relationship and guys want to be able
to have friends all the time.” “They want all that love and attention.”
“Yeah.” “Flowers this day, candies that day, not all of them though, I’m
just saying some of them.” (Latino Males).
Boys sometimes pretend to want more commitment in order to maintain the
relationship, typically to experience the sexual benefits of the relationship (this is similar
to previous patterns found in dating foundation in which males pretended to have more
emotional investment to gain sexual benefits).
“I have learned a lot of guys are liars. All they want to do is get laid and a
lot of them are very deceitful. If you think yours is not like that, it’s not
true.” “Yeah.” “All of them are.” (White Female).
This issue is discussed in detail within a Latina Female group and a story is used
to illustrate the point that males may lie about wanting commitment in order to
experience sexual activity.
From what you said before, in high school guys basically just want
sex, do you think that’s true? “Yeah, like now-a-days, I think you find
very little guys that’s want more than just a nice little bone.” “For any
guys that really loves you, they’re not going to force you to do anything.”
“Yeah. Because there are like some guys that, like, they are good actors.”
“They were good actors to my cousin. And like they told her they would
get her the world and everything. And then she, that happened and she’s
having a baby and he’s not there. He just left because he got what he
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wanted. So…” “I think guys are trying to say they want a commitment
because they think that is what girls want to hear. And therefore, that will
get them what they want in the long run.” “I think that’s true.” “I don’t
think they’re like, they actually wanted a commitment, unless you meet
like that one guy that like, yeah, you’re pretty sure he’s serious and you’re
serious or whatever. But other guys like you just randomly meet and then
all of a sudden, they’re like, ‘Yeah, I want to be with you. Let’s get
together or whatever’. And they start trying to be faithful and I think they
will end up cheating on you or just trying to have sex with you. Until you
guys like build trust with each other over a long period of time.”
In this illustration Latina’s note that males may lie or ‘act’ in order to experience
sexual activity and that there may be some pressure to accommodate this desire (i.e.,
there is not any pressure if he ‘really loves you’). They also indicate that emotional liars
are likely to either cheat on you or leave you once they ‘get what they want’.
Similarly, the male focus groups discuss how they occasionally become more
committed in relationships in order to experience sexual activity within that relationship.
“Maybe they give you something, and you want it more.” [laughter] “So you stay with
them.” (Latino Males).
Because males and females may want different things in a relationship, females
become wary of what the true intentions of males are. “You always wonder if a guy is
just in the relationship for that, like…” “Kind of scary.” “What their intentions are.”
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“Yeah.” (Latina Females). Some females, however, concede to the lie and give in to the
relationship anyway.
“Well, a lot of girls…will go for that. And they will be like, ‘Oh, he is so
sweet’. And a lot of girls do go for that.” “And that’s how they end up
getting screwed over….when they get tired of you, it’s like, ‘Ok, bye’. It
just gets old.” (White Female).
Within the discussion of males and females wanting different things in
relationships, Latina Females began to seriously question whether males want to have a
relationship that was more than sex.
“Like, right now I am thinking what the guys thought about…” “Yeah.”
[Laughter] “Like, what did they say?” “What did they think about? Do
they actually think of just a relationship and not just sex? [Laughter] You
know.” “Obviously, we don’t. Like, that’s not…” “Maybe, they don’t get
it.”
Females are more afraid of becoming more committed than their romantic partner,
and frequently attempt to hold back their feelings. “It’s so hard…most girls are so, you
want to trust and then they’re just like, ‘Well, OK’.” “Yeah and then the guy screws you
over and you’re like ‘shit, I’m a dumbass’.” (White Female). Latina Females more often
reported attempting to withhold their feelings in order to avoid the pain once males got
what they wanted from the relationship. “Like, be faithful and committed and stuff. But
don’t be like, ‘Oh, yeah. He is the love of my life.’ Because if he is done, then it is going
to hurt you a lot.” (Latina Female). Similarly, a Latina adolescent in another focus group
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reveals that she also holds back in order to protect herself. “Well personally I keep, I
don’t like getting too close to everything because I am afraid of getting hurt, so I keep my
distance.” The fear of getting hurt is further illustrated from a Latina Female
conversation. They would like to have a more committed relationship but at the same
time would be too afraid to enjoy the emotional benefits of the relationship, thus they
prefer a dating relationship.
“I don’t know if I could get serious because I can’t…” “It depends.” “You
do, but at the same time you don’t.” You do, but you don’t? “Like, I
mean, most people want to be in a relationship, but they don’t want to
have to deal with all the stress.” “Yeah.” “Or like the possible heart break
at the end, you know, you don’t want…” “Yeah, I know…” “Like, I like
to date, I just don’t want to get ‘whooped’.” What do you mean? “Like,
you don’t want to, you don’t want to love…” “You don’t want to cry over
someone. Like, you don’t want to cry. Like, if he does something like…”
“Doesn’t call you for a week.” “I don’t know, I don’t want my feelings to
get strong for that person. Like, I want to have feelings for them, but
not…” “Yeah, I think people want a serious relationship, but they’re afraid
when they get it they’re like, ‘I don’t want it’.” (Latina Females).
One Latina group notes that although they try to hold back their feelings in dating
relationships, this usually does not work and they end up becoming emotionally involved.
Do you think like a lot of times especially in the beginning you like hold
back? Like, trying not to get too attached? “Yeah.” “But, it never works.”
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“Nope.” “You get attached.” “You get with more people and you forget about that
person.” “Not all the time.” “I know.”
White adolescent females more often reported disguised their feelings from their
dating partner rather than hold back their feelings.
“Yeah, like to begin with don’t be all like serious and everything, don’t be
so attached where you have to know where the guy is every single minute
of the day, every single day. You know like, because that, I think, freaks
guys out, you know, they’re like, ‘Dude, back off’.” (White Female).
One Latina adolescent group reveals a similar situation in which they want to
disguise or hide their true emotional commitment so that their dating partner would not
know the depth of their feelings towards them.
So it’s more for like, you may want to see him more, but you don’t
because you want to protect yourself? “Yeah.” “I would think that I
would keep my distance. Like, not show him or tell him I’m jealous
because I wouldn’t want him to see that I’m jealous, so I wouldn’t get
hurt, in a way. And I would keep my distance sometimes, so it won’t seem
to him like, ‘Oh my gosh’.”
Ideal Relationship
Most adolescents preferred a dating relationship over a going-out relationship
because of their stage in development (e.g., “I try not to get serious because I am too
young for that.” (Latina Female)). Some adolescents felt that they were too young to
have the level of responsibility associated with a going-out relationship. In addition, high
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school was frequently mentioned as time to experience other things and “have fun”. One
White Male group illustrates this.
“Don’t get too tied up in it.” “You’re too young, have fun with your, high
schools a fun time and just don’t get involved.” “Other than the school
part of it” “Its, yeah it’s a fun time don’t get so committed that it takes
away from having that fun.” “Yeah don’t make it a high priority.”
Similarly, a Latino Male group makes similar references that high school should
be fun and that relationship commitments should not be made too soon. “If you’re a
senior get ready to have fun ‘cause there’s so many other girls.” “Yeah.” “College.”
“Instead of just staying with one you go crazy.” “And there’s fifty other states and a
whole bunch of more countries.”
For their age, adolescents felt that casual dating relationships were the ideal
relationship types. One White Male group notes that a dating relationship is more
appropriate for being in high school because they are not looking for someone to marry.
So ideally what would you want right now? “Probably more of a fun.”
“Casual thing.” “Casual.” “Fun, just have fun. We’re going into our last
year of high school, we don’t want something serious we have other things
to deal about better than a serious so might as well have a fun casual
relationship our last year.” “I mean like high school is your time you know
to see a lot of people, then when you get older you end up, starting dating
sorta to find someone you want to marry then you got to get serious but
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right now its just you know try to find someone that you like a lot then see
if it works.”
A Latino Male group makes similar conclusions, “Someone who you can have
fun with and get serious with, not too serious, cause you’re in high school ya know, I
want to have fun, see what else is out there.” Other adolescents, especially females, noted
that dating relationships were preferable because there is less emotional commitment
involved. Emotional investment puts more pressure on the relationship and can make it
not as enjoyable.
“Well, I would want it to be like one-on-one, but like, I wouldn’t want it to
be so intimate. Like I would like to be able to be like relax and not feel
like you have to, he is demanding so much that you have to put out or
whatever you want to call it...” “I think I’d prefer like a casual relationship
just because it makes it easier. That sounds awful because obviously that
means that you don’t really enjoy that person so much.” “But there’s not
as much pressure when it’s casual.” (White Female).
In another female group, Latina Females discuss how too much emotional
investment in a relationship can make you vulnerable when you are cheated on.
“I guess a romantic would be nice, but casual is fun.” [Laughter] “Yeah.
Well in a romantic, obviously, in a romantic you’re kind of like, you don’t
cheat on that person, but…” “It doesn’t mean you won’t.” “Yeah, exactly.
Like, you are kind of more secure because, you know, that’s what you are
usually trying to think of, we’re going out, he or she won’t cheat on me,
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but I prefer casual. It’s not so…” “Dramatic.” “Yeah, it’s not so dramatic.
It’s not so serious and like I don’t know. Going back to what Destiny said
about, um, what she said about being insecure. Maybe because why at this
age we are very insecure, that’s why we like casual because it’s not
as…yeah…to be in a serious relationship you kind of have to be more
trusting and like yeah.”
In addition to being the ideal relationship, a dating relationship was also identified
as the more typical relationship. When a White Female group was asked which
relationship type was the most common they responded, “I would say dating.” “Yeah.
There are a lot of people dating.” A similar response was given by White Males (e.g.,
“Date.” “Dating.” “Date.” “Date.”), Latino Males (“I think when you’re in your in high
school you’re like in dating relationships. Like you date and just hang around with each
other.”) and Latina Females (e.g., “More causal.” “More casual.” “Yeah.” “No yeah,
more casual.”). One Latina Female group noted that although a more casual dating
relationship was more common, it was casual in their commitment to each other rather
than the emotional investment. “In high school?” Yeah, like right now. “Casual.” Is it
casual in like your feelings or more just like your commitment to each other
or…“Commitment.” “I would say it is commitment too.”
Often adolescents appeared to want elements of both a going-out and a dating
relationship. They wanted the emotional connection and security of a going-out
relationship, but at the same time the non-exclusivity of a dating relationship (but for
their partner to be exclusive).
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“Yeah. I think it is confusing. I think that for me the main thing is, I want
to be in this like long term relationship with someone I really care about
and have, but it’s like, it’s like, it’s like a favorite old like piece of clothing
or something. You always wear it and you love it, but like you still love
new clothes.” (White Female).
FRIENDS WITH BENEFITS
Foundation
A relationship type that had less commitment and emotional investment than a
dating relationship was a “friends with benefits” relationship. This relationship was
considered to be “like a fling.” “Yeah…you know, like ‘friends with benefits’.” (White
Female). Adolescents used this label in order to describe this more causal relationship
style. For example, one Latino Male describes his last relationships as “just like a friend,
that’s like with benefits I guess.”
Physical Connection
The basis of a “friends with benefits” relationship is a physical connection. As
two White Female adolescent describe, adolescents in this relationship type are only
interested in sexual activity. “A lot of the girls are like really sexual and they’re not even
in love. They don’t even care about a relationship.” “They just want to “bone”. One
White Male describes this as a sexual arrangement rather than a relationship, which may
have an implied emotional component. In this arrangement you can repeatedly go to each
other to have sexual needs met.
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“If you’re hooking up just like for the fun of it and the sex part of it then
yeah I don’t think that’s a relationship that’s more just needs need to be
met by the two people and they just feel like they can go to those two
people for it and you get used to it.”
Latino Males had a debate within one focus group, where having a friend with
benefits relationship meant that you did not have much of an emotional investment or
care about the other person.
What does it mean to be in a romantic relationship? “When you’re
with somebody and you have feelings for them and they have feelings for
you” “What if you don’t have feelings for them?” Well if you don’t have
feelings for them then, what is it? “A friend.” “Then you’re just using
them, that ain’t cool.” [laughter] “A friend with benefits.” “Well that’s
what they call it at my school.”
A Latina Female group describes this relationship type as a sexual relationship
that has a low emotional component that happens because of the age that they are at. It
also is implied that these relationship arise out of boredom.
“Most of the people I know have or back home have relationships for sex.
Because it’s just like, ‘Yeah, who cares?’” “Let’s do…” “We have nothing
else to do.” “I guess we’re at that age, so I mean it’s normal.” “I guess
there are some relationships where they care about each other, but most of
them are just for sex and they’re dating, but just for that, it’s not because
they care about each other.”
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Adolescents involved in this type of relationship do not know each other well and
have little emotional connection. “I think, like [friends with benefits] is physical, where
when you get into a dating relationship, it’s both mental and physical and you would have
a better connection with that person.” (White Female). One White Female describes her
last relationship where she just started a friends with benefits relationship with someone
that she had just met. “My last relationship was kind of in the summer and I was on this,
um, trip and so, I think, I mean, it was a two week trip and so we both knew it was going
to end...”
Most adolescents report wanting this type of relationship for the experience. For
example, “You get to experience new things.” (Latino Males). Especially male
adolescents felt that they could gain important skills within this type of relationship. For
example, “Like some people do it for basically for experience.” (Latino Male).
Private
These relationships are private relationships, whereas all other types of adolescent
sexual relationships are public. Adolescents generally do not do social things together
and these relationships are generally kept in secret. One White Female describes how
some girls tolerate a friends with benefits relationship and sometimes ask to do social
things with their partner, even though this is not typically allowed because frequently that
person is already involved in a going-out relationship. “And a lot of girls are okay with
that and some of them ask to do stuff with them. They’re like, ‘You can sneak around
your girlfriend’.” As adolescents talked about this relationship type, they were often
asked what kinds of things they would do when they spent time with their romantic
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partner. So when you hang out with your romantic partner, what kind of things do
you do? “Yeah, it depends where the relationship is. Because if it is [friends with
benefits] then you probably do more physical stuff.”
Commitment
Under a friends with benefits relationship, adolescents do not have any
commitment towards one another (e.g., “You don’t feel that commitment.” (White
Female)). Two White Males discuss how it really is more of an interaction rather than a
relationship because there is not any kind of commitment to the other person. “I wouldn’t
call it a ‘relationship’. It’s kind of like people who don’t wanna have like the
commitment.” “It’s basically them having a good time.” This relationship type is for
adolescents that want to have regular sexual involvement with someone without any
commitment. “Well sometimes it seems like [when] they don’t want relationships they
have what they call ‘friends with benefits’.” (White Male).
Not Exclusive
Adolescents in this type of relationship are not exclusively with each other. For
example, “If it’s just like in a [friends with benefits] relationship, you can still have these
things with people.” (White Female). Similarly, “You’re not just like attached to one
person… you [can] go talk to other people.” (Latino Male).
This is seen as one of the benefits of a friends with benefits relationship, in which
adolescents do not have to worry about being tempted to be with other people. “I think
the benefits of a romantic relationship is you can be around other guys and not feel
insecure and feel like you are doing something bad… You know, like doing something
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behind your boyfriend’s back.” (White Female). Similarly, you will not have your partner
angry with you if you are involved with someone else, or thinking of becoming involved
with someone else. “You can just like talk to someone else if you want to, you don’t have
to worry about not like-” “Them getting all mad.” “-yeah or like looking at someone.”
(Latino Males). An additional benefit of having a non-exclusive relationship is that you
have the opportunity to be with someone else if that option becomes available.
“I don’t know, I guess it’s just like you don’t have to worry about, like you go to
school and like you go to school and maybe you see better, finer girls and…” So
like keeping that opportunity open? “Yeah, like you’re open but you’re not
really.” “You’re open.” [laughter]. (Latino Males).
One White Male group discusses non-exclusivity as an “understanding” within
that relationship type. “If you’re just like making out with someone like your make out
buddy and like you understand that that is what it is and like.” “Like friends with benefits
or something.” Similarly, another adolescent group describes that non-exclusivity is an
understanding because you have not had a conversation with your partner to indicate
otherwise.
“I think it’s just cool because, um, there is someone new and you don’t really
have a lot of commitment. I mean, you haven’t said, ‘Ok, well we are only dating
each other’. So, you can kind of not keep going with it and it will be ok.” (White
Female).
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Convenient
Adolescents are able to see their partner whenever it is convenient to them,
without any obligations. This includes not having to set aside time for them or not having
to spend very much time in general. “That’s why I’m saying ‘friends with benefits’
basically [is better].” So that you can still have time to hang out with your friends?
“Or basketball.” (Latino Males). Additionally, adolescents are not required to ‘be there’
for each other as they are in a going-out relationship.
“A lot of people will… give into dating or have ‘friends with benefits’ and
what not, someone you can hang around with…that’s fine and everything,
but you know deep down inside you want someone who will always be
there for you. That’s always there for you, to talk to you. And if you’re
dating a person already or have a “friends with benefits” or something like
that there are not always going to be there. Of course they are going need
someone else too.” (White Female).
Along the same lines, adolescents are not required to check-in with each other.
This includes calling each other on the telephone to see how they are doing. “[It’s]
frustrating, I guess, because I wanted like an actual relationship and he just wanted like a
fling and so it didn’t really work. Because like, I would like call him and he would never
call me back and yeah.” (White Female).
Brief
It is difficult to maintain this type of relationship for any length of time once other
people find out about the relationship and it becomes public (e.g., “but that gets out and
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so it really is hard.” “Yeah.” (White Males)). This is generally because a girls’ reputation
is compromised if this happens. “It’s a double standard thing.” So is that like good for a
guy? “For a guy, sometimes.” “Yeah.” “For his friends, if the girl is attractive then…”
“Nice job man.” “They’re like awesome.” “[for girls] slut.” “Yeah, I know.” (White
Males).
For these reasons, friends with benefits relationships typically do not last as long
as dating or going-out relationships last. “Most of these people who are having sex, you
know…it’s like a week later the person isn’t even going to matter to them. They don’t
care. So, that’s the problem.” (White Female). Partly this is due to the lack of emotional
connection or investment with the other person. “They would see them continuously, but
just for that, you know. It’s not like a long time because it’s not like they care about each
other.” (Latina Females).
Another difficulty in having a long-term friends with benefits relationship is
typically one person in the relationship develops an emotional connection.
“I don’t think they last for long. Somebody gets attached. Like…” “Eventually,
they find somebody else.” “Yeah, and you find someone else or like you let
yourself get involved in a romantic relationship.”… “Like a couple months tops.”
“Yeah.” “Yeah. A couple of months.” (White Females).
Getting Attached
This type of dating relationship rarely turns into a dating or going-out
relationship, but sometimes one person wants it to develop into a more committed
relationship. “If you start to get attached or whatever and you want a relationship and,
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like she had said, you know, you just get hurt because you just get attached and everyone
gets attached and what not, so…” (White Female).
Adolescents generally felt that girls were more likely to want to change the level
of commitment within the relationship, but girls often defended that boys also “get
attached”. One White Female discussion illustrates this theme.
“You know, girls can get connected like and attached really fast and like
guys like maybe don’t want a relationship as much as like the girl does a
lot.” “But I think guys do get attached. Like they can become very
attached.” “Oh yeah.” (White Female).
Latina Females were similarly defensive in describing that boys get
attached as much as girls do.
“One of them could get attached and yeah.” “It’s girls who get attached
more because …” “Well, that’s what we try to think, but there is some
guys that like…” “Yeah.” “Like sometimes a guy who is the one that likes
a girl way more.” “And sometimes I do think the girl likes him, or the girl
has done things that make him feel that way, like…” But, she doesn’t
really have those strong feelings for him? “Yeah.” “Like, girls don’t, are
just friends and then the guy can’t…they take it more seriously.”
However, within the framework of a ‘friends with benefits’ relationship, moving
into a more committed relationship was not seen as feasible given the basis of the
relationship is a physical connection, rather than an emotional one. Two White Females
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note how sometimes girls try to make a friends with benefits relationship into a more
emotional relationship when the relationship is not supposed to be that way.
“It can start off as something really extreme, you know…it’s ridiculous, it’s really
immature just...” “A lot of girls try to make it develop into something that it
already shouldn’t be.” “They think that they can just use their bodies and their
sexuality as a way to attract men. And really, you can use you mind and, you
know, talk to them. Eventually, you will attract men or women.”
A conversation from a White Male group indicates that they can have a friends
with benefits relationship until they get a girlfriend. It is implied that the partner in a
friends with benefits relationship would never be considered as a girlfriend. “But when
you get a girlfriend, that other girl you’re friends with, is kind of like come on… ‘no I
can’t’ and then you’re girlfriend sees you with that girl and she gets all confused and
stuff.”
Common
Although these relationships are private and brief, adolescents believe that these
types of relationships are quite common. This was true among most groups expect for
Latina Females. “Um, I would say [friends with benefits are more common] at this age.
Yeah, because everyone is just trying themselves out.” (White Female). Adolescents
more often believe that this relationship type is dependent on their age, and that they will
engage in more committed relationships when they get older. “It’s not really romantic
until you, you get serious or older.” “Cause when you’re in school, its just like just
‘friends with benefits’, like you said, um its not really serious.” (Latino Males).
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Some adolescents noted that girls were more likely to have a friends with benefits
relationship because they cannot have find a more committed relationship. Thus, girls
would tolerate a friends with benefits relationship in order to gain some romantic
experiences.
“Yeah, I mean, because just out of my friends, I know more girls who are
physical with guys than who are in like steady relationships with them.”
“But they don’t necessarily like that though, but they do it anyways. I
think its more girls do it because that’s what guys want. And it is what
they want, but you know, it’s not what girls want.” “But that’s like all they
can get kind of.” (White Female).
HOOKING UP
Hooking up relationships were not seen as much as relationships, as they are
brief, single-interaction sexual encounters. These relationships are the least committed on
the hierarchy of adolescent relationships but they are described as hooking up
relationships because it describes the association between two individuals at that point in
time. Hooking up was described primarily by White adolescents.
Foundation
Party Context
Hooking up relationships are highly contextualized relationships where they
generally only occur in a party setting and substance use may be involved.
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“Well the only time why’d you hook up with her like ever really applies is like
when they’re seriously like out of their own mental, yeah like with alcohol or drugs or
anything like they’re like too bugged to do that.” (White Males).
Adolescents want to have sexual experiences and hooking up at a party is one way
in which they can have these experiences.
So what are some benefits of being in a relationship? “You don’t have to try to
get random hookups at parties ‘cause that’s always a bitch.” [laughter] “That is so
true.” “I’m sorry I sound like a prick right now but ya know every time I’ve been
at a party and like you’re just chillin’ and like people are like it’s so hard to just
like go up to people and like just start talking to them and then that like random
ass flirtation were we go and make out somewhere or do something stupid like
that.” (White Male).
Often, adolescents are already involved in going-out relationships but may cheat
on their partner and “hook-up” in this contextualized situation. “You party and a few
drinks.” “And you’re like, ‘Oh, my boyfriend’s gone’.” [Laughter] (Latina Females).
Similarly, adolescents understand that their boyfriend or girlfriend may hook-up with
someone if they bring them to a party. “But if you go to a big party, there’s people there
and will see your girlfriend and they’ll try to do stuff.” “I mean most of the parties nowa-days it’s just drinking and stuff.” (White Males).
Physical Interaction
The connection in a hooking up relationship is only a physical one, as the
interaction is typically ‘making-out’. Because it is a one-time encounter it was not
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characterized as a relationship, but participants brought it up regardless in the context of
talking about romantic relationships. “I hooked up with some guy last Friday. [Laughter]
Is that a relationship?” “Yeah, I think so.” (White Female).
It is especially likely that this relationship type is more physically based because
you are not with that person more than once. “Some relationships can be so much more
physical than others.” “Yeah, especially if you are just with a different person all the
time.” [Laughter] “But a lot of people do that.” “A lot.” (White Females).
As one White Male elaborates on stories that occurred at parties he held in his
house, it is clear that hooking up relationships are centered on physical interactions. “I
can tell a story about many things that happened in my house. It’s more…about like the
physical aspect of high school and just being really stupid and just wanting to get some.”
(White Male).
Because the interaction is entirely physical, physical attraction is a strong
component of this relationship. A conversation below illustrates a typical scenario at a
party from a White Male perspective.
“Why don’t you hook up with that person she wanted your nuts.” “Yeah, well
yeah [we’ll] be like that.” “Once you hook up with her, ‘she’s so hot, blah blah
blah blah’ we’ll be like, ‘why’d you hook up with her, she’s kind of ugly blah
blah blah blah’ I’ve heard a lot of those.”
Adolescents may not have been friends or known each other at all beforehand
(e.g., “more like an acquaintance” (White Male)). The fact that adolescents do not know
each other well is illustrated below by a White Male who is pretending to be a girl (i.e.,
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talking in a girl voice very fast) who has recently been at a party and is talking about her
hooking up experiences.
“’Oh God, I was at this party and a guy came up to me I was like, oh my God oh
my God, and he like was like hitting on me, so like you know like but I’m not
sure cause he likes…but then there was this other guy who totally made out with
me the night before I really just don’t know’.”
Finally, one White Male adolescent recounts a story in which he tried to hook up
with a girl at a concert he was attending but failed. In the end, he ends up dating the girl
in his story but his initial encounter with her provides an example of the context and the
process of hooking up. Underlined sections in the text highlight themes which were
previously discussed. The first section (underlined) provides the context of the
relationship, the second section indicates that he previously had not met the girl, the third
section indicates that he approached her because she was physically attracted to her, and
the last section indicates that hooking up is limited a physical connection.
“I had just got back from the coolest band in the universe, the ‘cool
shades’. I was at their show, alright and like I was just chillin’ there and
actually one of my friends…she brought a friend and like I thought she
was hot so I, I’m like, ‘man I [gestures haven’t gotten any] in a really long
time’ so like I was talking to her about it and…it was going to be one of
those like super little pointless things ya know and then like she totally
like shut me down and I felt an ass. It was like the worst thing at the time
but I guess it turned out to be something really good ‘cause like I’ve found
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someone I can really connect with…like on more than just a physical
level.” Right, but you first initially... “Yeah I was going to be like ‘yeah
whatever’.”
Commitment
Single Interaction
Hooking up is generally limited to a one-time interaction between two
adolescents. “You’ll make out and never talk to them again.” (White Male). Another
White Male explains that the distinction between a friends with benefits relationship and
a hooking up relationship is the frequency of occurrence, in that hooking up is limited to
one time.
“There are not a lot of people who have like friends that they like repeatedly have
benefits with…” [laughter] “You know what I’m saying.” “I got you.” “I got
you.” “Like they have benefits like one time, one time friends with benefits.”
“Exactly.”
Sometimes one adolescent will hook up with another individual in “hopes” that it
will turn into a going-out or dating relationship. This is often described as girls wanting
to hook up in order to get a relationship, although it is understood that hooking up rarely
turns into anything more than hooking up.
“And it’s also like girls do it because they think like you know, like, if
they make out with this guy, then maybe he will want to date them. You
know, and so or maybe they will start dating and girls think about
relationships differently than guys do.” (White Female).
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Another Female group brought up that girls make out with boys in order to exert
power or control.
“Girls and the boys they were making out with…and I think it’s really like the
boys’ fault. Girls are pretty naïve…” “Well, sometimes a women’s body or
sexuality can be the most empowering thing that a girl has.” (White Female).
Males similarly reported that girls may misinterpret hooking up as the start of a
relationship. “Well you gotta with them upfront ‘cause if like if two people make out the
girl might take it seriously and the guy might be like ‘oh I just made out with her’…”
“Yeah.” “Yeah.” “Yeah.” (White Males).
Given that hooking up is limited to a single event, there is no obligation to
communicate with this person again.
“Boyfriends tie you down…you don’t have to call and check in with him.
You go out to a party, you can’t like talk to that random hot guy in the
corner. It’s like not as much fun.” (White Female).
Embarrassment
Because of the lack of communication after a hooking up experience, some
adolescents experience embarrassment. One White Male focus group describes the
embarrassment experienced by some of their friends.
“Even just thinking about it, they feel bad the next day.” “Yeah.” “Even if
it didn’t happen and he was thinking about it.” “You can still feel
embarrassed, like Brandy doesn’t like to care about Don, you get really
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embarrassed.” “Do even think you would consider doing that stuff is like
ah man.”
In the next example, a White Male compares physical activity within a hooking
up relationship to a going out relationship. It is more comfortable and less awkward in a
going out relationship because of the emotional connection that is in place. In a hooking
up relationship comfort has not been established before the physical activity takes place.
It is implied that you would not care if your partner was embarrassed or uncomfortable
the next day in this relationship type because you have no emotional connection with this
person.
“In a relationship when you do something physical you want them both to
be comfortable with it like you both want to get really comfortable with it.
So that after it happens you don’t have to have any apprehension or any
like awkwardness like you both know and you’re both fine with it like that
was just us entrusting ourselves and like ya know? When you’re smashed
at a party like you’ll go have sex with a chick and you could give a shit the
next morning like ‘cause you know she was drunk and you were drunk
and you just like leave…you know being at parties and like that kind of
stuff happens.”
Significant consequences result for girls if they engage in hooking up behavior.
This relationship type, unlike a friends with benefits relationship, is public and often in
the company of a large number of people (i.e., party). Also, outside peers often
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exaggerate the story or make up events that happened that more often effect girls
negatively than boys.
“Alright, let’s say that girl went to a party and made out with like one guy
and then when you hear about it at school it becomes so much worse and
then everyone’s just like ‘she’s the biggest slut ever’ and its just made out
with like one guy or something.” (White Male).
Common for White Adolescents
Similar to a friends with benefits relationship, White adolescents often felt that
hooking up behavior was common. Some felt that this was the most common relationship
type (e.g., it’s a lot more common than a friends with benefits.” (White Male)) although
this varied across individuals and across groups. Individuals within Latino/a focus groups
rarely spoke about hooking up relationships. White Females and White Males spoke
more often about these types of relationships and also felt more positively toward them.
Do you think that’s common like for people to have like friends with
benefits type thing? “Oh yeah.” “Oh yeah.” “Not no, not really ‘friends
with benefits’ I don’t think that so much as just random people hooking
up.” “There’s a place-” “Especially at a party-” (White Males).
At the end of the interview, adolescents were asked to indicate anything
that they felt researchers were missing in understanding high school relationships.
Responses from White adolescents often centered around hooking up behavior as
an important component in understanding romantic relationships. The following
segment is an example of one conversation on that topic.
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Is there anything that you feel that we’re missing to understanding
high school relationships? “Getting drunk.” That’s involved in a
relationship? “Big part.” “Huge.” “That is a big part.” In like what way?
“Parties and getting drunk.” “And just random hook ups like…”
“That…happens so much more then people like people getting in a long
lasting relationship.” “It happens a lot.” So its more like the random
hook ups is happening at the bigger parties? “Yeah.” “Oh, well not
really even at the smaller ones like people still-” “Brandy…” “It’s my
fucking house, I swear to God, Brandy and Don…” “And who else there’s
been so many.” “Yeah when you’re involved in alcohol, makes good
stories.” “Like codename Jay Fly and codename what’s his face.” “People
are either drunk or stoned and like either one people just have like get like
naturally horny when you’re like screwed up.” “I don’t know.” “When
you’re stoned-” “When your, you don’t suppress your natural feelings so
they just like come out.” “Yeah you’re just like ‘hey’.” “So you make a
stupid decision.” “You have a mouth, that’s how it was for you that one
night.” “Exactly it’s really true.” (White Males).
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CHAPTER VI: DISCUSSION
Although a few gender and ethnic differences arose across ideal relationship
styles (Study 1), four coherent styles or classes emerged for all adolescents in the sample
based on social, emotional, and physical shared activities within ideal adolescent
romantic relationships. Similarly, there was remarkable consistency across all focus
groups in identifying four distinct types of adolescent sexual relationships (Study 2).
There were significant differences, however, in the meaning of these relationships
according to gender and ethnicity. Likewise, gender and ethnic differences emerged in
the level of subscription to each ideal relationship style.
The discussion session is presented by synthesizing the results across Study 1 and
2. The first section addresses ideal romantic relationships and the lack of linearity
between the relationship styles. Second, adolescent sexual relationships are described.
Given that the qualitative data were coded without a pre-existing framework, new
literature is reviewed in order to explain the findings. Qualitative studies frequently use
empirical work to support the analytic findings in the discussion rather than as an
introductory framework. Third, the finding that social labels are used in different
relationship types is partially explained by symbolic interactionism theory. Fourth,
gender ideologies and gender inequality is noted and explained from a feminist
perspective. Although this perspective was not initially reviewed, it was brought into the
discussion as a result of the gender findings in the qualitative investigation (Study 2).
Fifth, ethnic differences that arose across the two studies are explained via a cultural
perspective. Sixth, the ideal and sexual relationship types are described from a
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developmental perspective. That is, via intimacy and identity tasks of adolescence
influence ideal relationship styles or social constructions of sexual relationships. Seventh,
the limitations of the studies are reviewed, and finally, implications and suggestions for
future research are noted.
IDEAL ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS
Results from Study 1 revealed four ideal relationship styles: concealers,
abstainers, engagers, and family builders. No known research has taken a person centered
approach to examine the social, emotional, and physical dimensions of adolescents’ ideal
romantic relationships; however, recent research has to begun to take this approach
among real romantic relationships. Most recently, five romantic relationship styles were
found among 8th to 11th grade adolescents using Wave II from Add Health: serious with
sex, serious without sex, group oriented, physically oriented, and low involvement
(Crissey, 2005). The results from the present study are similar to the latent classes found
among real romantic relationships in Crissey’s study: Serious with sex adolescents and
serious without sex adolescents are most similar to the engagers and abstainers in the
present study, respectively. Both of these relationship types were the most frequent
classes in the respective samples and hold the same activity patterns. Serious with sex
had high endorsement of almost all activities including sexual intercourse, and serious
without sex adolescents scored the next highest on all social and emotional activities.
There was less physical contact in this group, similar to the ideal abstainers in the present
study.

192

In the present study, however, girls preferred an abstainer relationship, whereas
Crissey (2005) found White girls more often engaged in serious with sex relationships,
and Mexican-origin girls more often engaged in low involvement relationships. In the
present study, more Latino adolescents and less White adolescents preferred a Family
Builders relationship. This ideal relationship style was not found in the real romantic
relationship styles from Crissey’s study. Family Builders scored high on most activities,
including activities that indicated more committed involvement (e.g., seeing less of
friends to see partner, pregnancy, and marriage). Family Builders experienced moderate
discrepancies between ideal and real romantic relationship activities in that their
relationships were less social, emotional, and physical than ideal.
It is possible that adolescents in the Family Builders’ ideal relationship style have
higher intimacy goals (a desire to make a life long commitment to a love relationship)
and less exploration goals than their counterpart peers (Sanderson & Cantor, 1995).
Interestingly, compared to concurrent discrepancies, Family Builders had even lower
scores in these relationship dimensions one year later (at Wave II). Adolescents in this
ideal relationship style may have difficulty finding their ideal relationship at this time in
which most adolescents prefer more casual relationships (Feiring, 1996). Finally,
concealers in the present study were most similar to the physically oriented adolescents
found in Crissey’s (2005) study which included adolescents who endorsed physical
activities, but low social and emotional activities. Concealers experienced the largest
discrepancy between ideal and real romantic relationship activities in that they preferred
to have private and uninvolved romantic relationships, however, their real relationships
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were more social and held higher emotional dimensions. This may be due in part because
more adolescents who prefer same-sex relationships fell in this group. Although sexual
minority adolescents prefer same-sex relationships, a majority experience other-sex
romantic relationships in high school (Russell & Consolacion, 2003). Group oriented
adolescents (Crissey, 2005) were not found in the present study of ideal relationship
styles, which may be due to the fact that the adolescents in the present study were limited
to 10th and 11th grade adolescents, and group oriented adolescents were found among the
youngest participants.
These ideal relationship styles do not map easily onto the linear or progressive
relationship dimensions identified by Shulman and Seiffge-Krenke (2001): committed
type, intimate type, affiliation type, and initiation type. Adolescents in the present study
preferred relationships that varied along complex dimensions of intimacy that included a
social, emotional, and physical component. Some adolescents preferred high physical
activity but low social and emotional activities (e.g., concealers), while others preferred
high social and emotional activities but low physical activity (e.g., abstainers). Further,
some adolescents appeared to have different developmental goals at that time (e.g.,
pregnancy and marriage). This is similar to Morris and Fuller’s (1999) conceptualization
of relationships in British samples as a non-progressive continuum of seriousness in
which commitment is seen to define relationship status. Within this continuum
relationships range from transitory “getting off” relationships, to the more serious “seeing
someone” relationships, to the very serious “going out with” relationships. This
conceptualization recognizes that adolescents relationships may not follow any
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developmental pattern and can involve “slippage” across different types. These
relationships are not age-related nor do they occur in any ordered progression, rather
adolescents might ‘go out’ with a boy for a period of time and in the next relationship
take the form of ‘getting off’ (i.e., hooking up in the present study), followed by ‘going
out’ again.
ADOLESCENT SEXUAL RELATIONSHIPS
Adolescents’ understandings of romantic relationships were examined using a
focus group methodology. Originally, I had intended to label the various relationship
types as “romantic” relationships. However, upon reviewing the themes that emerged
from the data it appeared that these relationships were not necessarily romantic but
sexual. The relationship component of the terminology defines the interaction between
the two individuals that is inherently sexual. Whether or not sexual behaviors
accompanied this interaction (e.g., flirting, kissing, sexual intercourse) was not as
important so much as the interaction between these two individuals was sexual in nature
(e.g., feelings). Behaviors that occurred within the sexual relationship may have also
occurred in other relationship types (e.g., hugging in a friendship) but the behavior was
interpreted very differently depending on the context of the relationship. Additionally,
many times a sexual interaction has already been established between two individuals
before any kind of relationship has been formed (e.g., eye contact, body language) that
places that interaction in context. At all levels of relationship involvement adolescents
noted a sexual interaction between two individuals, thus the language, “adolescent sexual
relationships” is used to describe these types of interactions.
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In this sample, four sexual relationship types were identified. These relationships
ranged on a continuum of commitment and emotional investment from highest through
lowest: going-out, dating, friends with benefits, and hooking up. A recent focus group
and in-depth qualitative one-on-one interview study of inner-city African American teens
(14 to 17 years) identified three major types of relationships: messing (for sex or physical
aspects only), girlfriend-boyfriend (more serious relationships), hubby-wifey (most
intimate; Bauman & Berman, 2005). Messing relationships, relationships for sex or
sexual activity only, were similar to friends with benefits in the current study. Similarly,
girlfriend-boyfriend relationships, more serious relationships, were similar to going-out
relationships. The current study did not, however, find evidence for a hubby-wifey
relationship, which Bauman and Berman identified as the most intimate relationship in
this sample. This may be due, in part to their inclusion of African American adolescents,
which were not sampled in the current study. Ethnic minority adolescents, with the
exception of Mexican-American adolescents, have a lower expectation of marriage by
age 25 compared to White adolescents (Crissey, 2005), thus a hubby-wifey relationship
type may emerge in a non-Mexican origin minority sample due to the higher saliency of
marriage.
A recent qualitative investigation among New Zealand adolescents (Allen, 2004)
revealed four relationship types: one-night stands, short-term relationships, casual dating,
and going out. Similar to the results in the present study, one-night stands were
conceptualized as sexual encounters (e.g., making-out) that occurred in a party context.
Similarly, friends with benefits overlapped with casual dating or ‘sex friends’
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relationship, in which there was repeated sexual contact with the same partner on
different occasions with a loose association with another person that did not render them
attached. New Zealand adolescents, however, saw these relationships as segues into
going out relationships, where this movement only occurred in dating relationships in the
present study.
LABELS
Interestingly, adolescents in the present sample most easily described going-out
relationships, however these relationships were also noted as being the least common.
Partly, the ease of describing these relationships results from the fact that there are
concrete socially agreed upon labels (i.e., boyfriend/girlfriend) used to define this
relationship. From a symbolic interaction perspective, these labels are symbols that are
developed through interaction with others that carry meaning (Stryker, 1968). These
symbols include shared behavioral expectations for that role. Adolescents were able to
easily describe behaviors that are expected for the role as a girlfriend or a boyfriend
because they were able to easily identify a symbol or label for that identity.
Conversely, dating relationships were the hardest relationships to label.
Adolescents had difficulty providing a unified definition of this casual dating style and in
fact were often confused themselves while involved in a dating relationship. Frustration
was often experienced over the uncertainty of the relationship. Similarly, expectations for
behavior within dating relationships were the most difficult to identify compared to other
sexual relationships. This is expected from a symbolic interactionism perspective
(Stryker, 1968). Behavioral expectations for an identity can only be constructed after a
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symbol or label for that identity is socially understood. The varied socially constructed
meaning of this relationship type is due, in part, by the varied nature of the phenomena
itself. Dating relationships take on different meanings with different people and with
different relationships. Additionally, uncertainty itself is part of the dating phenomena.
Adolescents in dating relationships are dating to “get to know each other” therefore, they
are uncertain of their emotional involvement and commitment to that person. Bauman
and Berman (2005) also found in their qualitative study of inner city adolescents, that it
was difficult for adolescents themselves to state with certainty the exact nature of the
relationships they themselves are in. This uncertainty may be due, in part, to the absence
of communication between partners (Bauman & Berman, 2005; Fay & Yanoff, 2000) or
the difficulty associated with communicating with the other sex in general (Grover &
Nangle, 2003).
In terms of the conceptualization of the relationship types, previous qualitative
research indicates that similar dating patterns hold in other adolescent samples (e.g.,
Allen, 2004; Ellen, Cahn, Eyre, & Boyer, 1996). Ellen and colleagues developed a
measure using college students to identify sexual relationship types, which was
confirmed on their adolescent sample: steady, casual/friends, and one-night stands.
However, they did not find distinctions between sex with friends and causal partners in
their adolescent sample that were originally identified in the college sample. Similar to
the present study, Grover and Nangle’s (2003) focus group analysis found that
adolescents defined dating in two ways: the activities of initiating and being on a date,
and interactions that occurred within the bounds of a relationship (e.g., commitment).
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Other researchers have also found elements of companionship and friendship to be a part
of adolescents’ conceptualization of going-out relationships (Shulman & Scharf, 2000).
Friends with benefits and hooking up relationships were much easier to categorize
and define because of the social constructed label for those relationship types. The labels
“friends with benefits” or “hooking up” were associated with a shared set of meanings
and expectations for behaviors across adolescents. Both of these relationship types
included sexual encounters neither of which necessarily included sexual intercourse.
Typically, adolescents referred to ‘making-out’ within the bounds of these relationships,
which has also been found in a focus group study of New Zealand adolescents (Allen,
2004).
GENDER IDEOLOGIES
Initially, this qualitative work commenced ‘tabula rasa’, that is, without any predetermined ideas or conceptualizations of the meaning of these relationships in the lives
of adolescents. However, it became abundantly clear throughout the data collection and
coding process that gender is inherent once the relationship between two individuals
becomes contextualized as sexual. Gender inequality and the sexual double standards are
potent forces that continue to shape and influence young women, and I argue young
men’s, sexual behaviors, feelings, and experiences (Tolman, Hirschman, & Impett,
2005). The following section provides a feminist perspective on the experience of gender
within dating and sexual relationships.
Researchers have started to suggest that dating relationships provide the context
for which patriarchal ideals of mainstream culture are enacted (Banister, Jakubec, &
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Stein, 2003; Welsh et al., 2003). Dominant constructions of masculinity, femininity, and
heterosexuality, situate young men and young women differently, so that their
experiences of sex and sexuality are always gendered (Hillier, Harrison, & Bowditch,
1999). Adolescent girls and boys experience different expectations and pressures from
communities and families which are likely to influence the ways in which they see
themselves as sexual beings. In a focus group Australian sample teens were asked to
describe the meaning of sex (Hillier et al., 1999). Verbs were not used to describe an
active female sexuality; active verbs used to describe the role of the male included,
inserting, thrusting, going, sticking, penetrating, ejecting, and blowing. Verbs used to
describe the female experience were limited to making love or coming together. Young
women felt ambivalent about sex and were far more likely to say that one of the draw
backs of a relationship was their boyfriend’s expectation to have sex. Young men, on the
other hand, were significantly more likely to report one of the good things about a
relationship was ‘so I can have sex’. These findings are consistent with the gendered
experience of dating within the present study. Adolescent males far more often identified
the physical benefits of sexual relationships, in addition to the emotional benefits,
whereas adolescent females rarely spoke positively about sexual experiences.
Adolescent females in Hillier et al. (1999) described sex within the context of a
loving/committed relationship, and many subscribed to the belief that they should not
have sex without love or outside a relationship/marriage. The symbolic significance is
gendered in that young women are much more likely to attribute this meaning to sex than
are young men. Females think of it more as a way of maintaining, keeping and
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developing a relationship, rather than something to be experienced for its own sake.
Consistent with the present study, adolescents often reported hooking up or entering a
friends with benefits relationship, that is, engaging in sexual encounters with little to no
emotional involvement, as a way of developing a relationship. Adolescents occasionally
spoke of this as “empowering” because they could use their bodies and sexuality in order
to give males what they want, or conversely, to be able to trade with male adolescents for
something they want (i.e., a committed relationship). These sentiments imply that sexual
activity is something to be enjoyed by males and withheld or controlled by females. Upon
review of a meta-analysis of four qualitative studies, a prevalent theme that emerged
consistently across the studies was the idea that boys are sexual predators, and that they
will only agree to be in a relationship, or stay in a relationship, if they acquire sex
(Tolman, Spencer, Rosen-Reynoso, & Porche, 2003).
Themes of power and control also prevailed throughout the focus group
discussions. Adolescent females reported that males would often lie in order to gain
sexual activity within the relationship. Males could either lie about their level of
commitment in the relationship, or their level of emotional involvement in the
relationship because they understand that females want those components within their
sexual relationships. Adolescent males report greater intimacy power and decisionmaking power than their partners, compared with same aged female reporters (Tschann,
Adler, Millstein, Gurvey, & Ellen, 2002).
One focus group study of 40 adolescent girls aged 15 and 16 (Banister et al.,
2003) also found that power and control played an important part in the girls’ dating
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relationships. In this study adolescents similarly reported that boys tried to control them,
expected them to behave submissively, and expected them to spend more time ruminating
about them. The role of sexual behavior for these girls was used in order to negotiate
control, that is, sexual behaviors were used in order to maintain the relationship rather
than because of the females’ own desires. Similarly, female adolescents in the present
study reported using sexual behavior in order to gain a relationship. Male adolescents
also reported staying in a relationship because “maybe you want something more”
(Latino Male). Additionally, male adolescents occasionally reported using money in
order to gain control in the relationship. Male adolescents would use money to buy
something for females, which would result in her feeling like she should “put out”
because she owes him something. In adolescence, boys’ sexual development includes
sexual entitlement and power, while for girls includes sexual accommodation and
protection (Tolman, 2000). For girls, this leads to confusion about their own desire (e.g.,
putting out enough to maintain the relationship but not for their own enjoyment).
Female adolescents expect more intimacy within their casual sexual relationships
than do males (Ellen et al., 1996; Feeney, Noller, & Patty, 1993). In addition, adolescent
females emphasize more attachment and care in their romantic relationships (Shulman &
Scharf, 2000). This is partially due to the fact that adolescent males have little to lose
(e.g., pregnancy, negative reputation) and much to gain from experiencing, or expressing
the desire to experience, sexual activity within the context of the sexual relationship. This
is consistent with the findings in the present study, in that adolescents in general
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subscribed to the belief that females “become attached” in the context of a physicallyoriented relationship.
Female reputations are compromised if they engage in sexual activity, especially
outside the context of a committed relationship. This was relevant in the present study in
the discussion on cheating behaviors. Females caught cheating experienced much more
negative ramifications for their actions than male cheaters. One repeated-measure focus
group study of New Zealand and British adolescents also found that a double standard of
appropriate sexuality operated for girls (Hird & Jackson, 2001). The construction of
‘sluts’ and ‘angels’ in the girls’ talk particularly focused the normative expectations
through which girls regulate their sexuality in response to a hegemonic masculine
heterosexuality. As ‘sluts’ girls are expected to sexually excite boyfriends, but as ‘angels’
they are expected to apply the brakes to rampant male sexual desire. Other research has
consistently identified this theme in which adolescent females experience significant
pressure to manage their sexual reputations and control male sexuality. Females receive
messages from the social environment that they should protect their reputations, and yet
they are socially approved for having a boyfriend. Thus, female adolescents are placed
between a rock and a hard place in that they are required to make decisions about whether
to engage in sexual activity in the midst of the pressure of keep a boyfriend, whereas they
may lose the respect of others if they are too sexual or too “easy” (Tolman et al., 2005).
Additionally, in the present study as in other studies (e.g., Banister et al., 2003),
the idea that adolescent females need to have beautiful bodies to attract and sexual excite
adolescent males was pervasive. Both male and female adolescents were aware of the
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need for females to “impress” their male sexual partners through their appearance (e.g.,
make-up, clothes, hair). Even within the most committed and emotionally invested
relationships, adolescents were still aware of the pressure to “look good”. Fay and Yanoff
(2000) also found in their focus group study of 120 adolescents that girls by far
experienced large pressures to conform to a certain standard of appearance. When
describing romantic relationships, girls are more likely to mention interpersonal qualities
and boys are more likely to mention physical attraction (Feiring, 1996). The focus on
female attractiveness results from the fact that females are the objects of male desire
(Welles, 2005).
ETHNICITY
Romance and dating relationships are a cultured experience because they always
occur within the context of specific cultural expectations (Coates, 1999). The cultural
practices adolescents experience influence how they perceive and engage in sexual
relationships.
In general, Latinos place a high value on marriage and family (East, 1998). Childbearing and child-rearing are considered the ultimate fulfillment of a woman’s life
(Martinez, 1986). Among Latinos, the cultural belief prevails that “premarital chastity is
the zenith of feminine virtue” (Mirande & Enriquez, 1979, p. 115) and that pregnancy
outside of marriage is a personal and family disgrace. The teenage birthrate of all Latino
subgroups (103 births per 1,000 women) is between that of Blacks (121 births per 1,000
women) and Whites (43 births per 1,000 women); and nonmarital births among Latinos is
lower than that of Blacks (at 67%) but higher than that of Whites (17%; CDC, 1993).
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Mexican Americans are characterized by low educational attainment, high
unemployment, and a high incidence of poverty, especially compared to Whites (US
Bureau of the Census, 1995a; 1995b). Thirty-sex percent of today’s Mexican Americans
are foreign born (US Bureau of the Census, 1995c). Immigrant status appears to be a
significant protective factor against early nonmarital birth. Among Mexican Americans,
recent trends show that teenage childbearing is more than twice as common among USborn Mexican American mothers (12%) than among Mexican-born mothers (5%; US
Bureau of the Census, 1990).
The higher value that Latinos place on marriage and family is consistent with the
finding that more Latino adolescents in the present study categorized their ideal romantic
relationships as Family Builders. The fact that some 10th and 11th grade adolescents may
want to become pregnant and married in their ideal romantic relationship has important
implications for health promotion efforts aimed at reducing nonmarital births. Cultural
values are important to consider when researchers or practitioners are interested in
understanding contraceptive use among adolescent populations.
Little research is known on Latina’s norms for their desired role timing. One
study has found that Mexican American adolescents have significantly lower school
aspirations, lower best age for first birth, lower desired age at first birth, and lower
desired age at marriage, independent of socioeconomic background characteristics (East,
1998). In general, Latina adolescents desired early and rapid transitions (East, 1998).
They were the most pessimistic of all ethnic groups about their futures, desired to take on
marital and parenting roles at younger ages, and had mothers with the least education and
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who were youngest at marriage. This pattern suggests that Mexican American girls are
being socialized for marriage and childrearing to the exclusion of work-related or schoolrelated roles (Martinez, 1986; Mirande & Enriquez, 1979). This research supports the
finding that Latino adolescents were more likely than White adolescents to endorse a
Family Builder ideal relationship style in Study 1. However, it is important to note that
the majority of Latinos still fell into the normative ideal romantic relationship style (i.e.,
engagers).
In addition to Latino cultural values, class and status also had an important role in
the expectations and experiences of sexual relationships. Latino adolescents’
conceptualization of time spent in relationships in the present study was different than
that of White adolescents. For example, White adolescents frequently complained that
relationships took time away from doing other extracurricular activities (e.g., sports,
band) whereas Latinos rarely complained about time in this way. When Latino
adolescents complained, they were more likely to want to spend their free time hanging
out with their friends. On the other hand, Latina adolescents rarely complained about
time spent in relationships at all.
The intersection of class and race is important to note, as it is not only cultural
values that come into play but socioeconomic status as well. Latino adolescents in the
sample came from a lower socioeconomic status and were most likely less likely to be
involved in many extracurricular activities. At the same time, the Latino culture places a
higher value on family relations (e.g., familismo) and Latina females may conceptualize
their romantic partners as part of their broader family system.
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In order to understand the meanings of sexual relationships to adolescents, it is
important to understand the sources of influence that affect individual interpretations of
behavior. Adolescents learn to interact with others through their parents, their friends,
their peers, their neighborhoods, their schools, and the communities in which they live.
One component of this social interaction process is learning how to interact with others
sexually, in which all of these sources have influence (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2001).
Particularly, values and expectancies within the family may directly influence the sexual
socialization of adolescents through direct communication (Holtzman & Rubinson,
1995), social control practices (Miller, McCoy, Olson, & Wallace, 1986), and the quality
of the parent-adolescent relationship (Jaccard, Dittus, & Gordon, 1998). Socialization
within the family affects the formation of sexual scripts, or guidelines for sexual
interaction (Simon & Gagnon, 1986). The sexual script theory posits that sexual behavior
results from the interplay between cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and
intrapsychic scripts. Cultural scenarios provide the basic framework for sexual
interactions, delineating the roles of individuals in a sexual encounter, whereas
interpersonal and intrapsychic scripts are the outcome of individual selective narrowing
through experience and practice.
Within the Latino culture there are a number of shared cultural values (Marin,
Sabogal, Martin, Otero-Sabogal, & Perez-Stable, 1987) that are likely to be important
influences on family socialization practices. These include familismo, an emphasis on the
family as the primary source of social support and identity, and respeto, the need to
maintain respectful hierarchical relationships. Within Latino families much of the
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socialization of daughters is influenced by historical beliefs in religion (e.g.,
Catholicism), including traditional gender role expectations.
Another set of cultural beliefs relevant to the socialization of girls is the
importance of virginity until marriage. Among adolescent Puerto Rican and Mexican
adolescents and their mothers, families established rules regarding dating and contact
with males in order to maintain their daughters virginity (Villaruel, 1998). Similarly, it
has been suggested that Latinas have greater restraints on dating, as Latino families view
their daughters as needing protection and chaperoning (Gaines, Buriel, Liu, & Rios,
1997). These findings help provide an explanation for fewer hooking up relationships
mentioned by Latino adolescents in the present study. If adolescents decide to engage in
sexual relationships, they may be more likely to choose a more committed relationship
style in order to be consistent with families’ cultural beliefs, in that this is seen as a
marriage-like relationship. Sexual behavior within the context of a serious relationship
may be seen as less detrimental to a girls reputation. In one retrospective study, one half
of Latina adults reported that they had engaged in covert dating behavior as adolescents
in order to circumvent parental restrictions. This is parallel to the dating pattern of
concealers in the present study, which were over-represented by Latino adolescents.
Female romantic involvement outside of marriage was described as dishonorable to the
family, even when parents were aware that traditional courtship patterns differed from the
larger society (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2001).
White adolescents, on the other hand, may receive messages from the dominant
culture to casually date and not become too committed to one individual. The dominant
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culture places a higher emphasis on individualistic outcomes (e.g., academic
achievement; Arnett, 2002) and serious relationships may be seen as an impediment.
Additionally, a committed exclusive relationship may be seen as a riskier context in
which sexual intercourse may be more likely to occur. This difference was especially
notable among females. White females much more often reported wanting to have friends
with benefits or hooking up relationships in which they had low commitment, were able
to explore, engage in lower levels of sexual contact (e.g., making-out), and had more time
for their own activities. Latinas, on the other hand, only preferred a casual relationship in
the sense that they would not get emotionally hurt. Where possible, a more committed
relationship was seen as ideal. Dating status’ of female 10th through 12th grade
adolescents, in which 67% of the girls were Latina, provide some support for this view:
35.9% were not dating, 16.8% were casually dating, 47.3% were seriously dating, and
11.7% never dated (Kuttler & La Greca, 2004). Additionally, although both groups were
likely to admit that going-out relationships were not going to transition into a marriage,
White adolescents more often used the language ‘obviously not’ whereas Latinos more
often used language such as ‘don’t expect to’, leaving Latino adolescent more open and
accepting to a more serious relationship.
INTIMACY AND IDENTITY EXPLORATION
It is important to take into account the developmental goals of adolescence in
order to understand the meaning of sexual relationships in context. Two developmental
tasks that start in adolescence include intimacy and identity achievement (Montgomery,
2005). The struggle to achieve these tasks helps us understand why adolescents may
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chose to engage in one relationship type or another, or prefer one relationship type over
another.
During the developmental period of adolescence adolescents are faced with two
competing goals: to commence intimacy development within the context of a close sexual
relationship, and to engage in identity exploration through trying on different roles (e.g.,
Montgomery, 2005; Youniss & Smollar, 1985). These two goals are manifested in sexual
relationships in two distinct ways: the search for an exclusive, committed, and
emotionally involved relationship (intimacy), and the search for a non-exclusive, lowcommitment, and less emotionally intense relationship (exploration). The conflicting and
competing nature of these goals was seen throughout the results of the study. Adolescents
often wanted to experience an intimate and close sexual relationship, but at the same time
did not want to remain committed to the same person. Adolescents wanted to be able to
meet and date many different romantic partners because they were generally not
searching for a marriage-companion yet.
The finding that adolescent females preferred an intimate and committed
relationship, and that adolescent males preferred to explore among many relationships
may also be partly explained by the saliency of the two developmental goals. Adolescent
females may have higher intimacy goals, whereas adolescent males may have higher
identity goals (e.g., Welsh et al., 2003). Girls are socialized to be more relationship and
caregiving oriented (Feiring, 1996); female-female friendships tend to be more intimate
than male-male friendships (Giordano, 2003). When Mexican-origin adolescents males
have the opportunity to experience platonic female friendships, those relationships are
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more empathic, and include more opportunities for emotional support and intimate
counsel than their male friendships (Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005). The theme ‘being
there for you’ was conceptualized more as males needing to be there for females in Study
2. This may have been mentioned more often because this behavior is more outside the
norm for adolescent males. Females tend to be more supportive within their friendships
than males, thus more change in behavior is required from adolescent males. Boys have
less practice from their peer group and friendships relating to intimacy, thus they must
make a larger developmental leap as they move into sexual relationships (Giordano,
2003).
Coates (1999) argues that romance may have a higher level of salience for
minority youth due to their undervalued status in the larger society. She postulates that
these youth may experience more intense romances in an attempt to compensate for
identity and status needs that are not met through other sources of validation.
Sanderson and Cantor (1995) found that the pursuit of either developmental goals
were important moderators in the effectiveness of the type of sex education program
college students received in increasing condom use. In their experimental study,
Sanderson and Cantor found that college students with predominant identity goals had
more casual dating and sexual partners and those with more intimacy goals had longer
dating relationships. For those students who received a technical skills education, having
predominant identity goals was associated with greater intentions to use condoms in the
future, whereas for participants who received the communication skills education, having
predominant intimacy goals was associated with greater intentions to use condoms.
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Although these researchers found no gender differences in the pursuit of identity versus
intimacy goals in dating, both goal sets were associated with the active pursuit of social
dating, albeit in different contexts.
In the context of social dating, adolescents may search out particular dating
situations that best fit their dating goals (e.g., serious relationships for those with
intimacy goals, casual dating for those with identity goals). Even when situations do not
explicitly fit their goals, individuals may shape it to fit their needs (e.g., seeing a friends
with benefits relationship as leading into a going-out relationship). Additionally, the
pursuit of intimacy and identity is a dynamic and interacting process. Changes in one’s
life circumstances or developmental needs may also lead to changes in an individual’s
personal needs and goals. That is, adolescents may pursue an intimate relationship with
one individual at one point in time, and subsequently pursue a casual relationship with
another individual in which they are free to explore.
Adolescents who were classified as engagers and abstainers deviated the least
from their ideal relationship activities to their real relationship activities. This may be
partially explained by the balance of intimacy and identity goals in these relationships.
Concealers appear to be more identity focused, in their search for physically-oriented
relationships with low social and emotional involvement, and Family Builders appear to
be more intimacy focused, in their search for an intimate and committed relationship with
a life partner. Engagers and abstainers preferred intimate and close relationships, but did
not think of these relationships in a long-term way.
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It is clear that adolescents seek out intimacy in the context of these sexual
relationships as the attraction toward a romantic partner was often beyond that of a sexual
nature (Graber, Britto, & Brooks-Gunn, 1999). Many adolescents described their goingout relationships as ‘like a best friend’ or often beyond that of a best friend. Previous
work has indicated that adolescent sexual relationships usually have some manifestations
of companionship, intimacy, and caring, and many are characterized as a special kind of
friendship (Graber et al., 1999).
The transfer of attachment from parent to a romantic partner has also been
thought of a key developmental task of adolescence. Children and early adolescents
typically rely on a parent for emotional support and guidance (Bowlby, 1969), whereas
adults typically rely on a romantic partner (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Trinke &
Bartholomew, 1997). This transition takes place incrementally during adolescence as
youth increasingly turn to friends and romantic partners for companionship, comfort, and
security, rather than parents (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). Serious daters receive more
companionship, affection, and disclosure/support from romantic partners than best
friends (for casual daters it is opposite; Kuttler & La Greca, 2004). In the present study,
adolescents often mentioned turning to a romantic partner for support with family
problems. This same finding was found in a Mexican-origin US sample where
adolescents preferred emotional support from their partner, particularly when older
family members and adults were the cause of the distress (Stanton-Salazar & Spina,
2005). Additionally, Latino adolescents in the present study more often commented on
turning to a romantic partner rather than parents for emotional support. Adolescents felt
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that only their partner was truly accessible as a source emotional and social support
(Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005). It is possible that Latino adolescents have higher
intimacy goals than White adolescents, as previously discussed, where they may be
socialized for earlier transitions into marriage and childrearing (Martinez, 1986; Mirande
& Enriquez, 1979).
In addition to the intensity of adolescent sexual relationships, adolescents also
noted betrayed confidences, frayed reputations, and overly jealous boyfriends/girlfriends
(Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005). These negative aspects of sexual relationships are
partially explained by the pursuit of identity goals. Adolescents had difficulty committing
to an exclusive relationship because of their desire to explore other opportunities.
Additionally, adolescents often reported that not having a boyfriend or girlfriend was
‘more fun’ because you could experience intimate aspects of sexual relationships (i.e.,
hooking up) without having the commitment. One study of adolescents found that 5075% of sexual behavior did not occur within the context of a relationship, but rather in
party locations (Fay & Yanoff, 2000), similar to the context of hooking up relationships
in the present study.
Jealousy was not frequently mentioned in Feiring’s (1996) study of 15-year-old
adolescents, however these adolescents may have been more positive or idealistic in their
descriptions because the term ‘romantic relationships’ was used in the questionnaire. In
the present study, the word ‘romantic’ often elicited idealistic and occasionally unrealistic
responses (i.e., candle-lit dinners). Similar to the present study, however, too much
commitment was the most frequently cited disadvantage of being in a romantic
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relationship. Non-exclusivity has also been found in other studies examining adolescent
sexual relationships. Many teens in Bauman and Berman’s (2005) acknowledged that
many adolescents cheat, even in their most serious and committed relationships.
However, even in adult samples the normative expectations of monogamy are not
necessarily adhered to in actual behavior. Non-exclusivity in itself may help to develop
relationship skills and be a normative part of the adolescent relationship experience.
Nearly half the adolescents in Gorbach, Stoner, Aral, Whittington, and Holmes’ (2002)
study reported they had dated someone else while in a relationship.
The longest adolescent sexual relationships occurred within the context of going
out or boyfriend/girlfriend relationships. However, the range in time spent in a going out
relationship appeared to have large variability. Even within the most serious or long-term
relationships however, adolescents were aware that this relationship was not meant for
eventual marriage. This is consistent with previous research in that the purpose of dating
is not consistent with marriage-companion selection but with sexual socialization of the
adolescent (Crist, 1953). Crist’s early studies in the 1950s indicated that adolescents’
reasons for “going steady” were almost entirely social. Adolescent relationships were
brief in duration but intense in frequency of contact. Feiring (1996) has used the term
“short term fascination” to capture these going-out relationship styles among adolescents.
In the present study, time spent with friends was sacrificed in order to spend time
in the romantic relationship (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1993) but relationships and time
spent with parents were relatively unaffected (Laursen & Williams, 1997). This is largely
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due to the fact that adolescents spend the majority of their free time with their friends
rather than with their family (Larson et al., 1999).
LIMITATIONS
Several considerations need to be made when interpreting the findings of a study;
namely, the external and internal validity (Baltes et al., 1988). External validity refers to
the ability to generalize from a relationship observed in one set of data to other potential
data sets that might have been observed but were not. Study 1 employs a large, nationally
representative sample, thus there is greater confidence in generalizing the results to other
unsampled populations. On the other hand, Study 2 used a small, convenience sampling
method. Although the adolescents in the focus groups came from varied regions and
educational backgrounds, they were selected from youth centers and flyer responses. This
limits the likelihood that these findings would be replicated in other samples.
Additionally, given the strong social and contextual influences on dating relationships,
the meanings may be geographically unique. However, the focus group discussions
simulate a naturally occurring real-life event (e.g., conversations with peers about dating)
thus they have more external validity in that respect than Study 1 (e.g., indicating via a
set of cards whether or not activities occurred within their relationships).
In similar importance is the internal validity of the study. A study has internal
validity when it has reached unambiguous (valid) conclusions about the relationships
among the design variables (Baltes et al., 1988). The extent to which alternative
interpretations can be ruled out reflects the degree of internal validity (i.e., greater
confidence in the results). Major threats to internal validity include testing,
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instrumentation, maturation, history, statistical regression, selection, experimental
mortality, and compounded effects.
The greatest threats to the internal validity of Study 1 include repeated testing
effects, instrumentation error and history effects. Testing effects occur when the act of
responding to a survey influences how the participant scores on subsequent tests. An
instrumentation effect can occur when something in the measurement changed to make
the different waves of data not directly comparable. For example, the participants in
Study 1 were asked the 17 activity variables up to 7 times at each wave (items on nonromantic relationships were not used in the present study) and may have gotten bored or
tired and started reporting differently. Finally, history effects are important to consider in
both studies. Given the socially constructed nature of dating and romantic relationships, it
is likely that their meanings change with time, independent of the developing individual.
An additional threat to the internal validity of Study 2 was the correlation between
socioeconomic status and ethnicity. The White adolescents had higher parent education
than the Latino adolescents and also lived in more affluent areas. This may confound
some of the ethnic differences that were found (e.g., perceptions of time and extracurricular involvement).
IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
In order to understand the “meaning” of adolescent ideal romantic relationships
and their experiences within different sexual relationship types, it is imperative to
consider the context in which these behaviors occur. Contextual factors considered here
included the relational context, the ethnic context, the gender context, and the
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developmental context. Adolescents are inundated by competing and conflicting
messages from these sources which in turn influence their interpretations of sexual
relationships, their interactions and behaviors with others within sexual relationships, and
their sense of sexual beings.
Normative female adolescent sexuality is seen through a romance narrative lens
(Kirkman, Rosenthal, & Smith, 1998) in which females do not feel sexual desire-“strong,
embodied, passionate feelings of sexual wanting” (p. 70, Tolman, 2000). The romance
narrative codifies the objectification of women into bodies rather than embodied persons.
As a result, adolescent females and males learn to objectify the female body.
Research on sexuality has been limited by the prevailing view that sexuality is
seen as sexual behavior rather than sexual feelings. If female sexual desire is recognized
and incorporated into sexual relationships, or into research on sexual relationships, girls
will no longer be responsible for controlling boys’ raging hormones (Tolman, 2000).
Additionally, little is known about male sexuality, especially among those younger than
15 years (Smith, Guthrie, & Oakley, 2005). Researchers currently have a poor
understanding of how sex, if at all, is related to intimacy for males.
From a health perspective, it is important to distinguish the context of the sexual
relationships. Adolescents within more committed and invested relationships use
condoms less frequently than relationships of lower commitment and investment (e.g.,
steady relationships compared to one night stands, Ellen et al., 1996). Additionally, the
developmental goals of adolescents are important in determining programmatic efforts to
increase condom use (Sanderson & Cantor, 1995). The identification of relationship types
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may allow researchers to better target interventions for healthy relationship functioning.
For example, Concealers may benefit more from interventions aimed at increasing
technical skills in contraceptive use whereas Family Builders may benefit more from
communication skill interventions (Sanderson & Cantor, 1995).
As previously suggested by Larson and Castellino (2002), future research efforts
should place a focus on combining basic and applied research designs via naturalistic
experimental studies in order to test these relationships in ecologically valid contexts. In
this study, non-experimental focus groups were used. Focus groups are an ideal method
to use among adolescent populations. Focus groups foster relational empowerment and
elicit rich interactive data in the context of adolescents’ social world (Banister et al.,
2003). One suggestion is to conduct focus groups in which adolescents are asked to
discuss a gendered sexual experience that is either consistent with a romantic narrative or
contradictory to a romantic narrative, randomized across groups. Other future directions
include examining the experience of not being in a sexual relationship.
Theoretical development is also needed in this area. Most theoretical perspectives
focus on how an individual’s characteristics affect a relationship rather than how
relationship experiences may affect individuals. Within this arena researchers should
consider the influence that romantic relationships have on other close relationships (e.g.,
peers, parents) or vice versa. Additionally, new forthcoming theories include
developmental-feminist theoretical perspectives which will add a much needed crossdisciplinary dimension.
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In order to develop a more thorough understanding of adolescent healthy
sexuality development and expression, research needs to turn away from focusing on
precursors and consequences of sexual behavioral involvement (e.g., Russell, 2005) and
examine the meanings and social contexts in which these relationships are embedded.
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Table 1. Variables used to define latent classes.
% of Sample
Demographic variables
Male gender
White
Latino

50.4
58.1
19.0

Ideal Activity variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we are couple
See less of friends to spend time together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present
Receive a present from partner
Tell partner that you love him/her
Partner tells you that he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as a couple
Talk about contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing or with clothes on
Have sex
Get pregnant
Get married

84.5
89.9
91.2
41.8
93.1
94.6
90.8
90.7
87.7
90.6
94.5
71.2
94.9
64.0
54.0
14.0
25.5
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Table 2. Model fit of latent class solutions for differing number of classes.
1 Class
2 Classes
3 Classes
4 Classes
5 Classes
6 Classes
7 Classes

H0 Value
-39167.526
-21374.478
-14688.263

Free Parameters Akaike (AIC)
72
78479.052
Model would not converge
114
42976.955
135
29646.526
Model would not converge
Model would not converge
Model would not converge

Bayesian (BIC)
78979.360
43769.109
30584.603
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Table 3. Latent class probabilities for most likely latent class membership (row) by latent
class (column).
1
2
3
4

1= concealers
0.998
0.000
0.000
0.000

2=abstainers
0.001
1.000
0.000
0.000

3=engagers
0.000
0.000
1.000
0.000

4=family builders
0.001
0.000
0.000
1.000
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Table 4. Means of demographic and activity variables by ideal relationship style.
Concealers Abstainers Engagers
Demographic variables
Male gender
White
Latino

Family
Builders

50.4
44.2
21.4

37.9
52.9
20.9

57.0
64.3
16.3

55.9
50.4
24.2

Ideal Activity variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we are couple
See less of friends to spend time
together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present
Receive a present from partner
Tell partner that you love him/her
Partner tells you that he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as a couple
Talk about contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing or with clothes on
Have sex
Get pregnant
Get married

30.4
22.1
14.5
32.6

87.4
92.8
92.1
35.9

87.7
93.0
95.9
42.6

78.8
88.6
91.4
56.5

13.8
10.5
23.6
26.4
15.2
14.9
10.1
23.2
0.7
39.5
39.5
42.8
40.2

93.8
98.2
91.1
91.0
87.6
90.8
96.6
55.1
97.1
0
8.2
0
16.8

98.3
98.1
94.8
94.3
92.1
94.9
98.7
82.2
99.6
100
74.6
0
18.5

92.8
94.9
92.6
93.2
91.2
94.6
95.6
81.5
96.7
90.1
92.6
100
72.6

Demographic variables not in LCA
Other sex (85.0)
Same sex (0.6)
Both sex (4.7)
Neither sex (5.7)

85.1
2.1
4.3
8.5

86.0
0.3
7.7
6.0

87.4
0.4
9.4
2.8

82.4
0.8
9.6
7.2
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Table 5. Frequency of shared activities in ‘concealers’ real relationships.
Ideal
Ideal Activity
variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we
are couple
See less of friends to
spend time together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present1
Receive a present from
partner
Tell partner that you
love him/her
Partner tells you that
he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as
a couple
Talk about
contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing
or with clothes on
Have Sex
Get pregnant
Get married
Touched genitals

1

n=276

Rel. 1
WI
n=31

Rel. 2
WI
n=9

Rel. 3
WI
n=4

Rel. 1
WII
n=30

Rel. 2
WII
n=11

Rel. 3
WII
n=5

30.4
22.1
14.5

67.4
61.3
71.0

66.7
44.4
55.6

50.0
50.0
50.0

76.7
73.3
73.3

54.5
54.5
54.5

100
20.0
60.0

32.6

35.5

33.3

75.0

53.3

27.3

20.0

13.8
10.5
23.6
26.4

67.7
74.2
54.8
67.7

55.6
44.4
44.4
55.6

75.0
75.0
25.0
75.0

73.3
80.0
56.7

54.5
90.9
45.5

40.0
80.0
20.0

15.2

61.3

66.7

75.0

73.3

54.5

20.0

14.9

67.7

77.8

75.0

10.1

83.9

77.8

100

83.3

72.7

60.0

23.2

64.5

55.6

50.0

40.0

27.3

0

0.7
39.5

83.9
54.8

66.7
77.8

75.0
50.0

75.9
44.8

90.9
27.3

40.0
20.0

39.5
42.8
40.2
N/A

38.7
16.1
0
51.6

44.4
11.1
0
44.4

50.0
0
0
50.0

34.5
16.7
N/A
44.8

27.3
0
N/A
36.4

20.0
0
N/A
20.0

Activities ‘giving and receiving presents’ were combined as a mean into 1 item at Wave II, and ‘hearing
and telling I loved partner’ were combined as a mean into 1 item at Wave II. Touching each others’ genitals
was not asked as an ideal romantic relationship activity.
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Table 6. Frequency of shared activities in ‘abstainers’ real relationships.
Ideal
Ideal Activity
variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we
are couple
See less of friends to
spend time together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present
Receive a present from
partner
Tell partner that you
love him/her
Partner tells you that
he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as
a couple
Talk about
contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing
or with clothes on
Have Sex
Get pregnant
Get married
Touched genitals

n=2508

Rel. 1
WI
n=305

Rel. 2
WI
n=93

Rel. 3
WI
n=29

Rel. 1
WII
n=221

Rel. 2
WII
n=45

Rel. 3
WII
n=12

87.4
92.8
92.1

73.4
79.0
86.6

81.7
71.0
83.9

75.9
55.2
79.3

75.6
73.4
79.7

77.8
60.9
63.0

66.7
66.7
66.7

35.9

51.1

41.9

44.8

52.7

32.6

58.3

93.8
98.2
91.1
91.0

79.3
91.5
72.8
78.4

76.3
90.3
51.6
53.8

65.5
79.3
44.8
41.4

75.2
87.8
67.6

67.4
89.1
50.0

66.7
66.7
50.0

87.6

74.4

61.3

48.3

69.8

47.8

58.3

90.8

78.7

63.4

48.3

96.6

92.1

79.6

72.4

83.3

73.9

66.7

55.1

57.0

47.3

37.9

40.1

28.3

16.7

97.1
0

90.8
54.1

86.0
48.4

89.7
62.1

87.4
53.6

82.6
45.7

83.3
50.0

8.2
0
16.8
N/A

40.0
6.2
0.3
46.2

33.3
5.4
0
47.3

37.9
6.9
0
58.6

38.3
9.0
N/A
46.8

37.8
2.2
N/A
43.5

41.7
0
N/A
33.3
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Table 7. Frequency of shared activities in ‘engagers’ real relationships.
Ideal
Ideal Activity
variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we
are couple
See less of friends to
spend time together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present
Receive a present from
partner
Tell partner that you
love him/her
Partner tells you that
he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as
a couple
Talk about
contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing
or with clothes on
Have Sex
Get pregnant
Get married
Touched genitals

n=3955

Rel. 1
WI
n=534

Rel. 2
WI
n=182

Rel. 3
WI
n=62

Rel. 1
WII
n=412

Rel. 2 Rel. 3
WII
WII
n=115 n=41

87.7
93.0
95.9

77.5
77.3
86.0

74.7
67.6
73.1

75.8
69.4
71.0

79.4
76.4
82.2

68.7
60.5
68.7

58.5
46.3
56.1

42.6

57.5

47.3

48.4

59.9

42.6

39.0

98.3
98.1
94.8
94.3

83.1
90.3
73.2
76.8

79.7
90.1
59.9
60.4

77.4
90.3
61.3
59.7

80.5
89.3
69.6

67.8
78.3
49.6

61.9
70.7
36.6

92.1

78.7

61.5

46.8

69.8

47.0

29.3

94.9

80.1

64.3

51.6

98.7

90.4

83.5

80.6

83.7

69.6

61.0

82.2

61.8

55.5

43.5

45.5

29.6

34.1

99.6
100

92.9
73.4

93.4
72.5

96.8
67.7

88.8
75.7

85.2
66.1

87.8
65.9

74.6
0
18.5
N/A

48.5
9.7
0.6
63.9

40.7
10.4
0
62.6

33.9
4.8
0
51.6

55.6
11.5
N/A
68.9

44.3
2.6
N/A
57.8

34.1
0
N/A
68.3
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Table 8. Frequency of shared activities in ‘family builders’ real relationships.
Ideal
Ideal Activity
variables
Go out in a group
Meet partner’s parents
Tell other people we
are couple
See less of friends to
spend time together
Go out together alone
Hold hands
Give partner a present
Receive a present from
partner
Tell partner that you
love him/her
Partner tells you that
he/she loves you
Think of yourselves as
a couple
Talk about
contraception or STDs
Kiss
Touch under clothing
or with clothes on
Have Sex
Get pregnant
Get married
Touched genitals

n=959

Rel. 1
WI
n=121

Rel. 2
WI
n=32

Rel. 3
WI
n=8

Rel. 1
WII
n=91

Rel. 2
WII
n=26

Rel. 3
WII
n=4

78.8
88.6
91.4

71.1
76.0
77.7

65.6
71.9
56.3

62.5
87.5
75.0

76.9
72.5
81.3

65.4
80.8
73.1

50.0
50.0
50.0

56.5

57.0

43.8

50.0

49.5

34.6

25.0

92.8
94.9
92.6
93.2

78.5
86.8
71.9
81.0

75.0
75.0
75.0
78.1

75.0
100
75.0
87.5

71.4
85.7
65.9

80.8
80.8
46.2

50.0
75.0
25.0

91.2

83.5

65.6

87.5

69.2

53.8

25.0

94.6

86.0

71.9

75.0

95.6

89.3

84.4

87.5

75.8

80.8

50.0

81.5

66.1

46.9

62.5

48.4

23.1

0

96.7
90.1

93.4
72.7

90.6
68.8

100
75.0

87.9
65.6

84.6
53.8

75.0
0

92.6
100
72.6
N/A

52.1
15.7
0
62.8

53.1
12.5
0
53.1

50.0
0
0
62.5

53.3
14.4
N/A
53.3

42.3
7.7
N/A
57.7

25.0
0
N/A
0
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Table 9. Ideal-real relationship activity discrepancy scores by ideal relationship style.
Concealers
Wave I Discrepancy
Scores
Go out in a group ***
Meet partner’s parents
***
Tell other people we are
couple ***
See less of friends to
spend time together
Go out together alone
***
Hold hands ***
Give partner a present
***
Receive a present from
partner ***
Tell partner that you
love him/her ***
Partner tells you that
he/she loves you ***
Think of yourselves as a
couple ***
Talk about contraception
or STDs
Kiss ***
Touch under clothing or
with clothes on ***
Have sex
Get pregnant ***
Get married ***
Wave II Discrepancy
Scores
Go out in a group *
Meet partner’s parents
**
Tell other people we are
couple ***
See less of friends to
spend time together

Abstainers

Engagers

Family
Builders

.693 (.075)abc
.646 (.072)abc

.269 (.024)ad .273 (.018)be .411 (.038)cde
.254 (.023)a .255 (.018)b .290 (.037)c

.693 (.065)abc

.186 (.021)ad .184 (.016)be .297 (.033)cde

.427 (.082)

.449 (.027)

.432 (.020)

.481 (.042)

.615 (.067)abc

.227 (.022)a

.182 (.016)b

.249 (.034)c

.797 (.054)abc
.630 (.074)abc

.101 (.017)a
.316 (.024)a

.118 (.013)b
.282 (.018)b

.171 (.027)c
.306 (.038)c

.656 (.071)abc

.291 (.023)a

.240 (.017)b

.218 (.036)c

.672 (.073)abc

.297 (.024)a

.269 (.018)b

.210 (.037)c

.719 (.070)abc

.279 (.022)a

.237 (.017)b

.172 (.035)c

.771 (.052)abc

.120 (.017)a

.116 (.013)b

.114 (.026)c

.568 (.081)

.377 (.026)

.405 (.020)

.394 (.041)

.807 (.046)abc
.479 (.079)

.100 (.015)a .074 (.011)b
.531 (.025)ab .271 (.019)a

.510 (.084)
.479 (.051)abc
.500 (.071)abc

.376 (.027)
.449 (.021)
.440 (.043)
ad
be
.065 (.016)
.098 (.012)
.848 (.026)cde
.190 (.023)ad .185 (.017)be .750 (.036)cde

.533 (.079)ab
.589 (.077)abc

.276 (.029)a
.273 (.028)a

.284 (.021)b
.276 (.021)b

.326 (.045)
.310 (.044)c

.639 (.073) abc

.226 (.027)a

.220 (.020)b

.258 (.042)c

.517 (.086)

.471 (.032)

.468 (.023)

.559 (.050)

.077 (.023)c
.304 (.040)b
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Table 9. continued…
Concealers

Abstainers

Engagers

Family
Builders
.267 (.042)c

Go out together alone
.656 (.074)abc .268 (.027)a .214 (.020)b
***
Hold hands ***
.783 (.061)abc .119 (.022)a .140 (.016)b .183 (.035)c
Give partner a present * .600 (.081)ab
.325 (.030)a .335 (.022)b .364 (.046)
Receive a present from
.600 (.081)ab
.339 (.030)a .329 (.022)b .375 (.047)
partner *
Tell partner that you
.717 (.081)abc .339 (.030)a .332 (.022)b .339 (.047)c
love him/her ***
Partner tells you that
.717 (.082)abc .343 (.030)a .339 (.022)b .317 (.047)c
he/she loves you ***
Think of yourselves as a .694 (.068)abc .182 (.025)a .189 (.018)b .223 (.039)c
couple ***
Talk about contraception .544 (.087)
.435 (.032)
.495 (.024)
.564 (.050)
or STDs
Kiss ***
.794 (.060)abc .149 (.022)a .123 (.016)b .139 (.035)c
Touch under clothing or .478 (.081)
.535 (.030)ab .261 (.022)a .385 (.047)b
with clothes on ***
Have sex
.456 (.087)
.389 (.032)
.421 (.024)
.517 (.050)
Get pregnant ***
.556 (.056)abc .087 (.021)ad .109 (.015)be .863 (.032)cde
*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05.
The same characters indicate a significant difference in a post-hoc comparison at p < .05.
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Table 10. Ideal-real relationship activity discrepancy scores by ideal relationship style
over time.
M

Concealers

Abstainers

Engagers

Family
Builders
.332(.173)cde
n=72

Discrepancy
.360 (.011) .624
.249
.235
scores across all
(.158)ad
(.161)be
n = 169
n =333
items (Wave I)
n =20
Discrepancy
.393 (.015) .645
.291
.268
.369 (.256)cde
abc
ad
be
scores across all
(.222)
(.183)
(.220)
n=72
n=20
n=169
n=333
items (Wave II)
The same characters indicate a significant difference in a post-hoc comparison at p < .05.

ou
tt
og
et
he
ri
n

a
gr
M
S
ou
ay
ee
p
tp
w
e
a
ar
re
S
ee e a nts
c
le
ou
ss
pl
of
e
fri
en
G
o
ds
ou
ta
lo
H
ne
ol
d
G
ha
iv
n
e
R
ec a p ds
ei
r
ve es
en
a
t
pr
S
ay
es
e
“I
nt
l
H
ea ove
Th
r
y
Ta ink “I lo ou”
v
lk
o
ab f a e y
ou s a ou
”
tc
c
on ou
tra ple
ce
pt
io
n
To
uc
h
ea Ki
ch ss
ot
he
r
H
av
G
e
et
s
pr ex
eg
na
G
et
nt
m
ar
rie
d
W
hi
G
te
en
de La
r ( tin
B
oy o
s=
1)

G
o

Percent YES

231

Figure 1. Ideal Romantic Relationship Styles: Four Latent Classes
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Figure 2. Model of Adolescent Sexual Relationships.
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strong emotional connection
*like abest friend (ethnicity)
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*boredom (boys)
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(1) going out
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going on 'dates'
*getting to know eachother (gender)
transition relationship
*new experiences (gender)
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(2) dating
Adolescent Sexual Relationships

(2 2) commitment
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*'there for you' (gender)
*time (ethnicity)
*long-lasting/intense (ethnicity)
*money (boys)
*partner's friends (gender)

*exclusive sometimes (gender)
*less obligation (gender)
short-term
*mutuality (gender)
ideal relationship

physical connection
private
not exclusive
convenient
brief
*getting attached (gender)
**common (gender, ethnicity)
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(3) friends with benefits
(3 2) commitment
party context
physical interaction
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(4) hooking up
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*common (White)
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APPENDIX A
HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL LETTER
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APPENDIX B
STUDY FLYER TO RECRUIT PARTICIPANTS
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APPENDIX C
TELEPHONE SCREENING SURVEY
Name: _______________________________________________
Gender: ___ Male ____ Female
What grade are you going into in the fall?
10th ____

11th ____

12th ____

14 ____
17 ____

15 ____
18 ____

16 ____

How old are you?

What is your ethnicity (please check all that apply)?
____ White
____ Mexican American
____ Asian American
____ Native American
____ African American
____ International (please specify country)_____________________
____ Multi-cultural (please specify)__________________________
____ Other (please specify)_________________________________
Are you currently in a romantic or dating relationship? (if yes skip next question)
____ yes

____ no

Have you been in a romantic or dating relationship in the past? (if yes skip next question)
____ yes

____ no

Have you had any romantic or dating experiences?
____ yes

____ no

Address: _____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
Email: _____________________________________________________
Phone: (
)
PARTICIPANT ID#: ___________
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APPENDIX D
LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS
Month, Day, Year
Dear Participant:

My research group and I are very excited that you are interested in participating in the
Adolescent Conversations about Dating Study (ACBD). We are conducting this study in
order to understand the meaning of dating relationships to high school students. We know
that romantic relationships are an important part of young men and women’s lives, but most
of what we know about relationships comes from older adults - so we feel we are missing
things that are unique to high school students. You were invited to participate because we
are really interested in hearing about your feelings, thoughts, opinions, and ideas, so that we
can develop a better understanding of what dating and romantic relationships mean to you,
and other people like you.

Within the next couple of weeks you will get a phone call from me in order to schedule a
discussion group session. In the group session we will talk about what it means to be in a
romantic relationship. The session should last about 1 ½ hours. Please bring the parental
consent/subject assent form that is included in this envelope to the focus groups and make
sure it is signed by your parent or guardian. This is required in order for you to
participate. You will be asked to sign this form when you arrive at the focus group session.
At the beginning of the session you will also be asked to complete a short survey. Prior to
the focus group session you will be asked to pick a “fake” name, which will be used
throughout the discussions. Pizza and soda will be provided during the session. After the
session is over, you will be compensated for your time and effort.
In order to protect your privacy, all the information we receive will be kept confidential.
The session will be tape recorded so that we don’t miss any of your comments. The only
people who will ever hear the tapes and see the survey are myself, trained members of my
research team and other focus group participants. Confidentiality is not guaranteed
because other focus group members may share information outside the group. Please keep in
mind that your participation in this project is strictly voluntary. We very much hope that
you will be willing to take the time to come to the discussion group session. As researchers,
we can read books and technical articles about romantic relationships, but you are the
experts and your voices are crucial.
We greatly appreciate your help and participation in this research project. If you have any
questions about the project, please feel free to call us at (520) 621-7127. If this is a long
distance call for you, we can take your name and number and return your call right away. If
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we are not available, please leave a message with the secretary and say that you are calling
regarding the Adolescent Conversations about Dating Study; a member of our research
group will get back to you as soon as possible. If you have any questions concerning your
rights as a research participant, you may call the Human Subjects Committee office at
(520) 626-6721.
THANKS FOR YOUR INTEREST AND WE LOOK FORWARD TO SEEING YOU SOON!

Sincerely,

Lela Rankin, M.S., Doctoral Candidate.
Principal Investigator – Adolescent Conversations about Dating Study
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APPENDIX E
PARENTAL CONSENT/SUBJECT ASSENT FORM
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information outside the group session. Therefore, confidentiality is not guaranteed. The
“fake” names are used throughout the focus group session in order to protect your
identity.
BENEFITS

There is no direct benefit to you from your participation.
CONFIDENTIALITY

Each participant in the study will be given an ID number. All information collected from
you will have an ID number written on the top. A file linking the ID numbers to your
name will be stored in a secure computer file on campus at the University of Arizona. All
information will be kept confidential, and that whatever is discussed within the focus
groups is asked not to be discussed outside the group. The focus group discussions will
be transcribed onto paper, and the contents (both written and audiotape) will be placed in
a locked cabinet. Documents linking your names to ID numbers will be destroyed (e.g.,
erased) by May 31, 2006. The only person who will have access to your names will be
the Principal Investigator, Lela Rankin and the other people in the group.
PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATION

There is no cost to you for participating except for the time. You will receive $10 for
your participation, and will be provided with pizza and soda during the focus group
session.
CONTACTS

You can obtain further information from the principal investigator Lela Rankin, M.S.,
Ph.D. Candidate, at (520) 621 – 7127. As a parent, if you have questions concerning your
child’s rights as a research subject, you may call the University of Arizona Human
Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 626-6721.
AUTHORIZATION
Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and
benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I may ask
questions at any time and I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without
causing bad feelings. My participation in this project may be ended by the investigator for
reasons that would be explained. New information developed during the course of this study
which may affect my willingness to continue in this research project will be given to me as it
becomes available. This consent form will be filed in an area designated by the Human
Subjects Committee with access restricted by the principal investigator, Lela Rankin,
M.S., Ph.D. Candidate or authorized representative of the Department of Family Studies
and Human Development. I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. A
copy of this signed consent form will be given to me.
___________________________________
Subject's Signature
__________________________________
Parent/Legal Guardian

_____________________________________
Date
____________________________________
Date
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INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT:
Either I have or my agent has carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I
hereby certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who signed this consent form was
informed of the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation.
___________________________________
Signature of Investigator

_____________________________________
Date
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APPENDIX F
FOCUS GROUP BACKGROUND SURVEY
Participant ID:__________

What high school do you attend? ____________________________________________
What language(s) do you speak at home with your family?
___ English only
___ Another language only (which language: _____________ )
___ Both English and another language (which language:___________ )
Do you live with your mother?

Yes ____

No ____

Do you live with your father?

Yes ____

No ____

In what country was your mother born?

_________________________

In what country was your father born?

_________________________

In what country were you born?

_________________________

What is your mothers’ highest level of education?
____some high school
____high school diploma
____some college
____a 2 year college degree (e.g., an associates degree)
____a 4 year college degree (e.g., a bachelors degree)
____post bachelors degree
What is your fathers’ highest level of education?
____some high school
____high school diploma
____some college
____a 2 year college degree (e.g., an associates degree)
____a 4 year college degree (e.g., a bachelors degree)
___post bachelors degree
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What is your current dating or relationship status?
____I am not dating (or in a romantic relationship with) anyone right now
____I am dating someone right now, but not exclusively
____I am dating someone exclusively
____I am living together with someone I am romantically involved with
____I am married
What is your dating preference?
____to date someone of the opposite sex
____to date someone of the same sex
____to date both sexes
How many people have you dated or been in a romantic relationship with? ________
How long did each relationship last? In the space below, give each relationship a number
and write how many weeks, months, or years it lasted.
Ex: Relationship #1 was 3 weeks.

How many times have you been “in love”? _________
What does it mean to be “in love” with someone? Describe below and give examples if
needed.
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APPENDIX G
FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL

Adolescent Conversations about Dating Study
INTRODUCTION
Thank you so much for coming and talking to us today. My name is Lela Rankin,
and I am the primary investigator for this study from the University of Arizona. Assisting
me today is <UNDERGRADUATE> who is also from the U of A. We are conducting this
study in order to understand the meaning of dating relationships to high school students.
We know that romantic relationships are important part of young men and women’s lives,
but most of what we know about relationships comes from older adults - so we feel we
are missing things that are unique to high school students. You were invited today
because we are really interested in hearing about your feelings, thoughts, opinions, and
ideas, so that we can develop a better understanding of what dating and romantic
relationships mean to you, and other people like you.
There are no right or wrong answers. We expect that you will have different
opinions and points of view. Please feel free to share your point of view even if it differs
from what others have said. We’re tape recording the session because we don’t want to
miss any of your comments. No names will be included in any reports. Your comments
are confidential.
Feel free to have a conversation with one another about these questions. If you
want to follow up on something that someone has said, you want to agree, or disagree, or
give an example, feel free to do that. I am here to ask questions, listen, and make sure
everyone has a chance to share. We’re interested in hearing from each of you.
NOTE TO MODERATOR:
BOLD / ITALICS:
Pause:
Probes:
General Probes:

Questions that must be asked.
5 second pause to encourage discussion.
May be asked to encourage discussion.
“explain further”, “give an example”, “say more”, “is there
anything else”, “describe what you mean”, “does anyone else
have a different experience or point of view”.
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Ok, let’s begin. Let’s find out some more about each other by going around the room one
at a time.
Opening

1. Tell us your pseudonym and why you chose it.

Introductory

2. What does it mean to be in a “romantic relationship”?

Probe: How would you know if you were in a romantic relationship?
How would you describe a romantic relationship?

Transition

3. Think back to your last or current relationship. Describe what
it was like.

Probe: What is it like for people your age to be in a romantic relationship?

4. What would your ideal romantic relationship be like?
Probe: How would you like your current romantic relationship to be like?
How would you have liked your past relationships to be like?

Key Questions

5. What are some benefits of being in a romantic relationship?

Probe: What are the positives, or the pros, of dating someone?
What are some good things that have happened in your relationship?
What are some good things that have happened as a result of your relationship?

6. What are some difficulties of being in a romantic relationship?
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Probe: What are the negatives, or the cons, of dating someone?
What are some problems that you’ve had in your relationships?
What are some problems you’ve had as a result of your relationship?

7. How does being in a romantic relationship impact your daily
life?
Probe: How would you describe a typical day for someone who is in a romantic
relationship?

8. How does being in a romantic relationship affect your
relationships with other people?
Probe: Has a romantic relationship ever caused any problems with your relationships with
family or friends?
Has a romantic relationship ever had positive affects on your relationship with
family or friends?

Ending Questions

9. Is there anything that no one ever told you but you wished you
had known about romantic relationships?

10. If you had a chance to give advice to other teens about
romantic relationships, what advice would you give?
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Before we wrap up, I want to be sure that I’ve gotten all your ideas – we wanted you to
help us understand what it is like for high school students to be in a
romantic relationship.
11. Is there anything that we missed? Is there anything that you
came wanting to say that you didn’t get a chance to say?

We really thank you for your help today. Your ideas will be really important for
helping us understand what dating and being in a romantic relationship means for
people like you. It will also help us do better studies in the future.

[Pass out envelopes containing compensation]
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APPENDIX H
SAMPLING DECISION FOR LATENT CLASS ANALYSIS
The original analyses were run for White and Latino adolescents only, in order for
Study 1 and Study 2 to be more comparable. The Latent Class Models however, would
not converge using this sample constraint. Similarly, the models would not converge
using a White and Mexican-American sample, thus, all ethnicities were included in the
sample. Two dummy codes were created, White and Latino, with the reference category
as ‘other’. The ‘other’ ethnicity included all non-White and non-Latino adolescents.
Variables White and Latino were used to inform the Latent Classes in order to interpret
the effect of those ethnicities.
Supplemental analyses were run using a four-category race variable (White,
Latino, Black, and Asian) in order to examine whether differences in classes would
emerge. Consistent with the previous results, a four-class solution emerged. Additionally,
the frequencies within ideal relationship style were similar between the two samples. The
distribution varied slightly in that some engagers moved into the abstainers category
(White, Latino, other VS. White, Latino, Black, Asian, other): Engagers (51.4% vs.
50.2% of the sample), Abstainers (32.6% vs. 33.7%), Family Builders (12.5% vs. 12.5%),
and Concealers (3.6% vs. 3.6%). See Figure below for an illustration of the Latent
Classes using a four-category race variable (numbers 1 through 17 refer to ideal activity
variables, 18=White, 19=Latino, 20=Black, 21=Asian, 22=Male).

Given that there were no meaningful differences between the two solutions, the
two-category race variable (White, Latino) was used for all analyses in the dissertation.
Black and Asian adolescents were collapsed into ‘other’ for ease of interpretation of the
results.
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