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Dating and Romantic Experiences
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Introduction

If we were to enter a typical grade school playground in the United Stares, we would
likely witness a curious process, wherein boys and girls sporadically tease each other with
threats of “Cootie” infestation, kissing games, or other similar taunts. If we Hash forward
a few years, we are likely to see the same students interacting more regularly with members
of the other sex. Although adolescents may have previously proclaimed that members of
the other sex were “icky” or stupid, they have now become much more interested in these
peers. 1f we loek even further into the future, many of these individuals will be involved
in an intense romantic relationship during adolescence or young adulthood. Some
will have recognized that they are lesbian, gay, or bisexual, and rurned their romantic
interests to same-sex peers. Clearly, substantial changes have occurred in these peer
interactions. What was once a short-lived interchange on the playground has become an
intimarte relationship that is central to an adolescent’s or young adule’s life.

in chis chapter, we discuss the emergence and nature of adolescents’ dating and
romantic experiences. Existing research has primarily focused on heterosexual refation-
ships, but we include literature on the experiences of lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth when-
ever possible (see alse chapter 19 in this volume), We highlight common changes that
occur in romantic experiences and relationships from early through late adolescence. We
also describe individual differences in these experiences and discuss contextual influences
on romantic relationships. The topic of adolescent romance is a relatively new one in the
scientific literature; accordingly, we not only review the existing research, burt also describe
major gaps in ouf current knowledge and identify irnportant dicections for research and
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theory, We begin with an examination of the significance of romantc activity in
adolescence.

The Significance of Romantic Experiences in Adolescence

Romantic relationships are a central aspect of most adolescents’ social woulds, Well over
one-half of 12- to 18-year-olds in the United States report having experienced a romantic
relationship in the last 18 months {Carver, joyner, & Udry, 1999). By the 10th grade
(ages 15-16), adolescents interact more frequently with romantic partners than they do
with parents, siblings, or friends (Laursen & Williams, 1997). Moreover, orher-sex peers
occupy much of adolescents’ thoughts even when they are not interacting with them.
High school students spend becween five and eight hours per week thinking about actual
or porential romantic parters (Richards et al., 1998).

Romantic partners are also a major source of support for many adolescents. By the
tenth grade, they are ted for second with mothers in the hierarchy of support figures
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1992} In college (age 19), romantic relationships are the most
supportive relationship for males, and are among the most supportive refationships for
temales.

The other sex is a frequent source of strong emotions as well — In Fact, 2 more
frequent source than same-sex peers, parents, or school issues {(Wilson-Shockley, 1995).
The majority of these emotions are positive, bur a substantial proportion are negative,
indicating that other-sex relationships can be sources of stress as well.

Romantic involvements are thought o influence both intimacy and identity develop-
ment < two crucial psychosocial processes that occur during adolescence {(Dyk & Adams,
1987, 1990; Lrikson, 1968; Fitch & Adams, 1983; Furman & Shaffer, in press). Various
theorists have even suggested that experiences in adolescent romantic relationships may
influence the nature of subsequent close relationships, including marriages {Erikson,
1968; Furman & Flanagan, 1997; Sullivan, 1953). In addition to encouraging a sense
of relatedness to others, romantic experiences may help adolescents successfully establish
autonomy as they explore extrafamilial relarionships and come to rely iess on parents
(Dowdy & Kliewer, 1998; Furman 8 Shaffer, in press; Gray & Steinberg, 1999},

Whereas dating may confer several benefits to adolescents, it also entails risks. The
elevated prevalence of teen pregnancy and sexually transmicted disease in the United Srates
is clearly linked to romantic involvement. In fact, the strangest risk factor for sexual inver-
course in 7th—12th grades is participaticn in a romantic relationship during the previous
18 months (Blum, Beuhring, & Rineharz, 2000). Romantic partners are the perpetrators
of between one-half to two-thirds of sexual victimization incidents in late adolescence
(Flanagan & Furman, 2000}, More than 25 percent of adolescents are victims of dating
violence or aggression (see Wolfe & Feiring, 2000), and dating violence precedes serious
marital violence in 25 percent to 50 percent of cases (Gayford, 1975; Roscoe 8 Benaske,
1983). In terms of mental health, adolescent romantic hreakups are one of the strongest
predictors of depression, muldiple-victim kiilings, and suicide attempes and completions

(Brendr et al., 1993; Fessenden, 2000; Joyner & Udsy, 2000; Monroe et al., 1999). Thus,




Dating and Romantic Experiences in Adolescence 315

romantic involvement has both benefits and risks. The specific effects of romantic
experiences, however, vary from individual to individual, a topic we shail return 1o in.
a subsequent section.

Developmental Changes in Romantic Experiences

In this section, we describe the nature of adolescent heterosexual romantic experiences
and the developmental changes thar commonly occur from early adolescence to late ado-
lescence and adulthood. We must emphasize at the outset that there is no single norma-
tive pattern of development in the romantic domain. Individuals vary with respect o
when they develop romantic interests, when they begin to date, and how extensively they
dare. The sequence of experiences is also not fixed. For example, early romantic ventures
tend to be short-lived, but a minority of them may develop into long-term relationships.
Despite this variability in adolescent romantic involvement, there is some commonality
in the nature and sequence of these experiences; a descripton of the developmental
changes that often occur can be useful heuristically.

Changes in interest and activity with the other sex

One of the most noticeable developmental changes occurring in. early adolescence is
increased activity with the other sex. During the elementary school years, both boys and
girls interact primarily with peers of the same sex, often actively avoiding interaction with
other-sex playmartes (Maccoby, 1988, 1990; Thorne, 1986). However, in early adoles-
cence boys and gitls begin to think about and engage more in actividies with the other
sex.

Dunphy (1963} first described this pattern of changes in his five-stage developmental
model of adolescent peer-group interaction. In the first stage, unisexual cliques emerge.
These cliques consist of four to six close friends with similar backgrounds who serve as
the primary nonfamily social unit throughout early adolescence. In the second stage of
Dunphy’s {1963) model, male cliques and female cliques begin socializing together in a
group context. A larger heterosexual peer group begins to emerge during the third stage,
when clique leaders begin to date each other, In the fourth stage, the peer crowd is fully
developed, and several heterosexual cliques closely associate with one another. Finally,
males and females begin to develop coupile relationships; the crowd begins to disintegrate,
leaving loosely associated groups of couples.

Recent investigations have identified developmental changes that are congruent with
Dunphy’s mode}. For example, early adolescents spend much of their time thinking about
members of the other sex, bur it is not untl later that they actually begin to spend a
significant amount of time with them (Biyth, Hill, & Thiel, 1982; Richards eral., 1998).
Typically, adolescents first interact with the other sex in a mixed group context, and then
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peers date more frequently {Franzoi, Davis, & Visquez-Suson, 1994). Moreover, having
a large number of close other-sex friends predicts having a larger other-sex nerwork
subsequently, which in turn predicts developing a remantic relarionship with someone
(Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2001}. Finally, the percentage of adolescents who report
having a boyfriend or girlfriend increases from early to late adolescence (Carver et al,,
1999; Furman & Buhrmester, 1992). A recent natienal survey reports that 36 percent of
adolescents at age 13 and 73 percent at age 18 report involvement with a romantic partner
in the last 18 months (Carver et al., 1999}, These relationships also become more intense
and central over time, as interdependence and closeness between romantic partners
increase with age (Laursen & Williams, 1997, Zimmer-Gembeck, 1999},

To date, the majority of theoretical and empirical work has focused on hererosexual
vouths experiences. Few sexual-minority youth enter into romantic liaisons with same-
sex peers during adolescence, because of the limited opportunities to do so (Sears, 1991).
Many, however, have sexual experiences with same-sex peers {Herdt & Boxer, 1993; Savin-
Williams, 1990, 1998). Moreover, many gay and lesbian youth report thar they had dated
and had sexual experiences with other-sex peers during adolescence (Savin-Williams,
1996). Experiences with the other sex may help clarify gay, lesbian, and bisexual youchs'
sexual orientation, and can provide a cover for their sexual identity (Diamond, Savin-
Williams, & Dubé, 1999),

Changes in features of romantic relationships across adolescence

By early adolescence, individuals begin to differentiare between relationships with other-
sex friendships and heterosexual romantic relationships, attributing features such as -
passion and commirment solely to the latter (Connolly et al., 1999). At the same time,
adolescents’ conceptualizations of dating and romance are not the same as adulss’ con-
ceptions. Early notions of romance are quite idealized and commensurate with stereo-
typed media images of heterosexual love (Connolly, et al., 1999; Montgomery & Sorell,
1998}, For instance, many adolescents report being in love even though they have rasely
spoken to or are not in an actual reladonship with the object of their desire (Montgomery
& Sorell, 1998). Purther, older adolescents report both falling in love ar a later age
and having dated less in the past than younger ones do, suggesting rthar concepts of
romantic relationships change with development (Montgomery & Sorell, 1998; Shulman
& Scharf, 2000},

Adolescents inizially view these new relationships as opporwunities for recreation, sexual
experimentation, or status attainment. Dating relationships are not expecred o meet
many of the functions that are obtained in subsequenc adult romantic relationships, such
as the provision of support or caregiving (Connolly & Goldberg, 1999; Feiring, 1996;
Roscoe, Dizna, & Brooks, 1987). In fact, simply having a boyfiiend or girlfriend during
early and middle adolescence may be more important than the nature of the romantic
interactions themselves. Of course, having the right boyfriend or girlfriend marters as
well. A popular or attractive dating partner can be an avenue for garnering prestige and
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With time, adolescents acquire experience interacting with the other sex and begin to
turn to their romantic partners to fulfill socic-emotional needs. Furman and Wehner
(1994) proposed that romantic partners become important figures in the functioning of
four behavioral systems — affiliation, sexual/reproduction, attachment, and caregiving,
According to this model, the affiliative and sexual/reproduction systems are the first to
become salient in romantic relationships (Furman & Wehner, 1994, 1997). In their initial
romantic relationships, adolescents are likely to “hang out” with dating partners and
engage in many leisure activities with them. They provide stimulation and frequently
trigger positive emotions (Wilson-Shockley, 1995). In addition, adalescent romantic
refationships present ideal opportunities for individuals to explore their sexual feelings,
seek sexual gradfication, and ascertain the kind of sexual activity with which they feel
comfortable. Furman and Wehner (1994, 1997) posited thar the artachment and care-
giving systems become more important in romantic relationships during late adolescence
and early adulthood. At this time, the press to find a new primary attachment figure
increases as relasionships with parents have transformed and many individuals have left
home. The emergence of the artachment and caregiving systems takes time, however, and
thus, these systems may be fully activated only in relatively long-term romantic relation-
ships (Furman & Wehner, 1994, 1997).

Although the evidence is limited, existing data are consistent with this framework. For
instance, both middle and late adolescents mention affiliative features more often than
attachment and caregiving features in their descriptions of the advanrages of romantic
relationships (Feiring, 1996, 1999; Shulman & Scharf, 2000}, Moreover, the emphasis
on romantic partners’ affiliative feacures tends to decrease or remain the same from middle
to late adolescence, whereas the emphasis on attachment features tends to increase,
Adolescents first turn to their peers for a safe haven, and subsequently rely on them as a
secure base (Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). However, only long-term romantic partners are
likely to serve as secure bases {Fraley 8 Davis, 1997; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). Even in
young adulthood, a substantial number of individuals still view parencs as their primary
secure base (Trinke & Bartholomew, 1997; Fraley & Davis, 1997).

Individual Differences in Romantic Relationships

Up to this point, we have emphasized the normative patrerns of adolescent romantic
development. Whar is at least as striking, however, is the diversity of romantic experi-
ences adolescents have. Some begin dating early, whereas others wait unti} later in ado-
lescence or even adulthood. Some date extensively, whereas others focus on alternative
activities, such as schoolwork or sports, during adofescence. Not only does the timing
and extent of adolescents’” romantic experiences vary, but the nature of their experiences
differs widely as well. For instance, some adolescents become involved with warm and
supportive dating partners, whereas others report conflict-ridden, volarile relationships.
[nvestigators have begun to examine such individual differences in romantic activity,
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fuilly propose such a framework, we believe that at least four dimensions are required to
capture individual variation in experiences. These dimensions are (a) the timing of dating;
(b) the intensity or quantity of experiences; (¢} the quality of the relationships thac
develop; and (d) individuals’ representations of these relationships. The empirical litera-
ture concerning each is described subsequently.

Much of the work on individual differences in the timing of dating experiences has
focused on early participation in romantic relationships. Bullies are more likely to begin
dating early, and their relationships are more likely to be characterized by a lack of support
and physical and social aggression (Connolly et al., 2000). Those adolescents who are
involved with a romantic partner at a young age have higher rates of alcohol and drug
use as well as lower levels of academic achievement {Aro & Taipale, 1987 Grinder, 1966).
However, the causal direction of the links berween early involvement and these problems
is not clear, as early relationships may engender some zisk or adolescents at risk may be
secking out romantic relationships earlier (Aro & Taipale, 1987; Pawlby, Mills, &
Quinton, 1997).

To date, little research has examined the developmental antecedents and sequelae for
those adolescents who date at a later age than their peers do. In one study of 12th-grade
students (ages 16-19), those with minimal daring experience were found to report greater
symptomatology than those who had dared some (Furman, 2000}. Coupled with the
results on early dating, this suggests that being off the normative timetable is associated
with psychological difficulties.

Once one takes into account early daters and nondaters, the correlates of the frequency
or intensity of dating do not appear to be strong or are mixed in nature. For exampie,
when minimal daters were excluded from the scudy juse described, psychological
symptomarology and self-esteem were unrelated to quantitative indices, such as the toral
number of people dated, the number dated in the last year, and whether one was cur-
rencly dating (Furman, 2000). Similarly, middie adolescents who were currenty dating
and those who had not dated in the fast six months did not differ in the frequency of
behavioral problems (Kuttler, La Greca, & Prinstein, 1999}, Those who had broken up
with a partner in the last six months, however, reported more externaiizing symptoms,
undesscoring the importance of distinguishing between the portential impact of
romantic involvement and romantic breakups.

The quality of adolescents’ relationships may also play an important role in their
impact. For example, negative interactions and controlling behavior by one’s partner are
associared with greater symptomatology and lower self-esteemn (Furman, 2000). Impor-
tantly, the degree of adolescents’ dating involvement and their romantic refationship
quality appear relatively unselated. For example, whether one has a romantic relationship
in one year is not very predictive of the quality of ones that develop, nor conversely, is
the quality of the refationship in prior years predictive of whether one has a romantic
refationship in subsequent years (Connolly e al., 2001).

Just as individuals have working models or representations of their relationships with
parents, they also develop representations or views of their romantic relationships. We
have proposed that the same framework used by attachment researchers to assess cepre-
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romantic relationships, as well as those of parent-child relationships, can be classified
into three categories — secure, anxious-avoidant (dismissing}, and anxious-ambivalent
{preoccupied). Most of the work to date has examined the links among views of differ-
ent relationships (see next section), bur some work has examined relations berween
romantic representations and adjustment. Specifically, preoccupied or anxious-ambivalent
romantic styles and working models have been linked to greater symptomatology and
poor self-esteem (Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998; Furman, 2000). Secure styles are
associated with greater self-esteem.

In a related vein, Downey and her co-workers have studied rejection sensitivity — the
disposition to “anxiously or angrily expect, readily perceive, and react intensely to reject-
ion” (Downey, Bonica, & Rincdn, 1999, p. 149). Gitls who are high in rejection sensi-
tivity worry about whether their partner will chear or betray them, are upset when their
partner does things without them, and want to know exactly what their partner is doing
(Purdie & Downey, 2000). They are more likely to get in physical fights or ignore their
partner to make him feel badly.

Although relatively little empirical work has been conducted, it is apparent that marked
variations exist in adolescents romantic experiences. Moreover, such individual
differences are linked to psychosocial adjustment.

Sociocontextual Factors and Romantic Experiences

Romantic relationships occur within a social context. Accordingly, adolescents’ romantic
experiences and views are likely linked to their close relationships with others, such as
parents and friends. In addition, adolescents’ experiences with particular romantic
partners may influence their views and subsequent relationships. Finally, broad cultural
messages, practices, and mores in society ac large may also have an impact on adolescents’
romantic views. We discuss each of these factors in the following sections.

Parent—child relationships

The premise that parene—child relationships influence romantic relationships is certainly
not new. for instance, Freud (1940/1964) posited that the mother—infant refationship
served as a template for all later love relationships. Social scientists have documented
connections between adults’ recollections and representations of their relationships with
parents and romantic partners (see Furman & Flanagan, 1997), but as yet empirical dara
on such links in adolescence are sparse. Theorists have, however, hypothesized that parents
may influence adolescent romantic relationships chrough a variety of mechanisms.

One process by which parents are thought to have an effect on adolescents’ romantic
views and experiences is via socialization practices. For example, a history of attentive and
responsive caregiving from parents is expected to enhance adolescents’ self-esteem and
sense of self-worth, thercby affording them confidence in the novel domain of romantic
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romantic domain {Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Children whose parents effectively monitor
their activities are hypothesized to feel supported and to develop the social competence
necessary to negotiate romantic relationships. Purther, parents’ socialization practices
may affect their adolescents’ choices regarding whom to date.

Parents may also infiuence the construction of views regarding close relationships
(Furman & Simon, 1999; Simon et al., 2000). According to Bowlby (1973), models of
both self and other formed in the context of the initial caregiver—child relationship are
carried forward to subsequent relationships in life. Thus, if a child experiences sensitive
and consistent caregiving early on, he/she is likely to form secure representations of close
relationships, and will in turn approach new relationships with the expectation of achiey-
ing intimacy and closeness. On the other hand, an individual who has experienced rejece-
ion or inconsistent/intrusive caregiving may develop insecure represenzations of close
relationships. Empirical evidence indicates that views of relationships with parents and
romantic partners are related, but the findings are somewhat inconsistent (Furman, 1599,
Furman et al., in press). The links may become stronger in late adolescence and adule-
hood as attachment and caregiving features of romantie relationships become more salient
than they were earlier in adolescence (Furman & Wehner, 1997},

Finally, patents’ own marriage or romantic relationship may influence adolescents’
romantic experiences in several different ways (Gray & Steinberg, 1999). Parents may
model patterns of communication, conflict resolution, and support-seeking in their
marital and romantic relationships — pattetns that adolescents may subsequently imirate
with their own romantic partners. As the parental marital relationship is likely a quite
salient model of close egalitarian relationships for adolescents, they may rely on percep-
tions of their parents’ marriage to interprer and make sense of novel rofhantic experiences.
Further, parents’ marriage may have an indirect effect on adolescent romanric relation-
ships through its effect on the parent-adolescent relationship (see Fincham, 1998}
Similarly, the marriage may affect the adolescent’s adjusument, which in turn may affect
his/her romantic experiences. :

Studies of the cross-generational transmission of aggression have found links berween

_parents’ marriages and adolescents’ aggression toward their romantic parener {(Capaldi &
Clark, 1998; Capaldi er al., 20015 Simons, Lin, & Gordon, 1998}, The mechanisms
responsible for the transmission, however, do not seem to be marital conflict per se, but
unskilied or punitive parenting. These parenting practices seem to lead to antisocial
behavior, which is in turn linked to dating violence.

Relationships with friends

Attachment theorists emphasized the role that parent—child relationships may play in the
emergence of romantic relationships (e.g. Bowlby, 1973, Shaver & Hazan, 1988), buc did
not discuss the role that peer relationships may play. Furman (1999) proposed that peer
relationships might influence the development of romantic relationships through at least
three different mechanisms.
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well as contribure to the interchanges between them. Adolescents’ friends and acquain-
tances can serve as marchmalcers, messenger services, and interpreters of romanric experi-
ence (Brown, 1999), thus somewhar protecting individual adolescents from overt rejection
or unfavorable remantic experiences. Interacting in a group context may also be easier for
young adolescents than more intense dyadic exchanges with members of the other sex.

Secondly, who one’s peers and friends are may affect the nature of one’s romantic
relationships. Adolescents peers are fikely to affect their choices of potential partners,
and their behavior roward these partners. For examp}e, European American gitls are
influenced by their existing friends’ sexual activity (Billy & Udry, 1985). Similarly,
associating with deviant peers predices hostile talk about women, which in turn predicts
aggression toward romantic pariners {Capaldi et al., 2001).

Finally, interactions in and representations of friendships might influence concomitant
processes in romantic relationships. Friendships share a number of overt features
with romaantic relationships. Both entail affiliative charactesistics, such as murtual co-
construction of the relationship, companionship, and intimacy (Furman, 1999; Furman
& Wehner, 1994). Both friendships and romantic refationships are egalitarian in narure,
with the participants possessing relatively equal footing with one another. Thus, the social
skills acquired in friendships would be expected to carry over to romantic relationships.
Consistent with this idea, ratings of social support and negative interactions in friend-
ships and romantic refationships are usually found o be correlated {Connolly & Johason,
1996; Furman, 1999; Furman et al., in press). Similarly, romantic self~concepts are related
to close-friend and peer self-concepts (Connolly & Konarski, 1994).

Given similarities in the features and qualities of close friendships and romantic
relationships, adolescents’ cognitive representations of these relationships aze likely to be
linked. Both high school and college students’ self-reported relational styles with close
friends are related to corresponding styles with romantic partaers (Furman et al., in press;
Furman & Wehner, 1994, 1997). Furthermore, adolescents’ internal working models
regarding friendships and romantic relationships are tied to one another (Furman, 1999,
Furman et al., in press). In fact, the links between representations of friendships and
romantic relationships are more consistent than those berween parent—child relamonships
and romantic relationships.

Recently, investigators have explored the role of other-sex friendships in romantic
relationship development. Friendships with members of the other sex are a common
occurrence in adolescence, especially during high school (Kutcler et al., 1999). The exist-
ing literature suggests that such relationships influence adolescents’ romantic experiences.
Adolescents with more other-sex friends at age 13 were more likely to describe their
romantic relationships in terms of self-disclosure and support at age 15 than those with
fewer other-sex friends {Feiring, 1999). In contrast, adolescents with a smaller number
of ather-sex friends tended to focus on social status in their subsequent romantic
relationship descriptions. Further, those adolescents with more other-sex friends ar age
13 had longer romantic relationships at age 18. Interactions with other-sex peers are also
associated with social and romantic competence, as well as high self-esteem (Bukowski,
Sippola, & Hoza, 1999; Darling et al., 1999).
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they may be teased or ostracized by heterosexual peers. Passionate same-sex friendships —
intense yer avowedly non-sexual relationships — may fulhll some of the needs thar
heterosexual youth meet through romantic relationships (Diamond, Savin-Williams, and
Dubé, 1999). Such relationships may also assist in the clarification and ascertainment of
sexual identity.

Experiences with specific romantic partners

Although adolescents’ patterns of interaction with both parents and friends may
influence their views of close relationships with others, experiences in particular romantic
relationships are also likely to impact subsequent ones. After all, many aspects of roman-
tic relationships are specific to that domain. For instance, sexual behavior, infidelity;, and
breakups are all common cccurrences in the romantic domain but uncommon in other
relationships. To the extent that these events or other experiences are common across
romantic relationships, adolescenss may draw upon them to manage present situations
with romantic partners. In addidon to the acquisition of specific relational skills fearned
with romantic partners, adolescents’ views of these relationships may also be influenced
by their prior romantic experiences (Furman & Wehner, 1994). Those individuals who
have experienced a positive initial romantic relationship may expect future partners
to behave in similar ways. Those with less positive experiences may approach future
refationships with some trepidation or may repeat past pasterns of interaction.

Although it appears plausible that previous romantic experiences may influence ado-
lescents’ subsequent ones, it is unlikely thar they would be completely the same. After all,
one’s partner is different and she or he would influence the course of the refationship as
well, Moreover, adelescents are just learning about romantic relationships. Given adoles-
cénts psychosocial need o establish a sense of identty and experiment with different
possible selves (Erikson, 1968; Markus & Nurius, 1986), one might expect them to
behave in different ways across romantic relationships.

Unfortunately, lictle is known empirically abour the degree of consistency across
relationships. In one study (Connolly et al,, 2000), perceptions of support and negative
interactions in romantic relationships were found to be highly stable across a year, even
though the vast majority of the relationships were different at both times.

Cultural influences on romantic experiences

The previous discussion of socio-contextual influences on adolescent romantic experi-
ences and views focused on relationships with significant others such as parents, friends,
and darting partners. However, each of these relationships occurs against the backdrop of
broader societal and cultural messages concerning the romantic realm. Societal or culrural
influences on romantic relationships include numerous factors such as media portrayals
of romance and norms about dating, sexuality, gender roles, and marriage. Many Western
societies extol the value of dating, yet in more waditional societies dating and even pre-
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Across cultures, considerable variability exists with respect to how romantic partner-
ships are formed. Autonomy and independence in the selection of romantic parmers — a
hallmark of dating in Western culture — is certainly not a universal cultural practce. In
fact, free choice in the selection of one’s romantic partners is a relatively rare occurrence
worldwide (Stephens, 1963). The vast mzjority of adolescents do not get to indepen-
dently select their potential mates. Rather, approval from parents or elders, as well as
arranged marriages, is still quite common in many areas of the world (Buruma, 1994;
Rosenblatt & Anderson, 1981; Sprecher & Chandak, 1992).

Culrural differences in the selection of romantic partners would likely have an impact
on the development of romantic relationships and concomitant cognitive representations
of such relationships. For instance, because mixed-sex group dating and exploration wich
a number of dating partners are not universal cultural practices, interactions within
the peer network and the affiliative behavioral system may not be central aspects of
romantic development for all youth, As previously discussed, contemporary Western
scholars posit that these factors are crucial in the establishment of romantic relationships
during adolescence, but it is not clear what role they play in non-Western societies. In
cultures where mares are selected by community or family members, culturally prescribed
roles and parents’ modeling of marital behavior may have a stronger impact on roman-
tic relationships than one’s interactions with agemates (Simon et al., 2000),

Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we have reviewed the significance, characteristics, and development of
adolescent romantic experiences and relationships. We discussed normative shifts in
mixed-sex interactions and features of romantic relationships across adolescence, as well
as individual differences in the timing, quantity, and quality of romantic experiences and
representations. Finally, we described a number of socio-contextual influences rthat are
hypothesized to influence the emergence and nature of romantic relationships, This
review highlights the considerable progress made within the past ten years in the field of
adolescent romantic research, Despite this progress, however, much work remains to be
done. As such, this area represents a rich avenue for further theoretical and empirical
exploration,

We have emphasized the diversity of romantic experiences in adolescence. If anything,
however, the diversity is even greater than we have stated. Most of the research to date
has focused on the romantic experiences of middle-class, heterosexual youth in North
America. We still know relatively litde abour the dating and romantic relationships of
gay, lesbian, or bisexual youth, although progress is being made (see chapter 19 in this
volume; Diamond, Savin-Williams, & Dubé, 1999; Savin-Williams, 1996). Furrher,
except for demographic work on the timing of sexual intercourse and teen pregnancy
rates, very few studies address the narure of romantic relationships in ethnic minority
youth. Longitudinal stdies of normative romantic development in African-American,
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involvement may influence the nature of romantic expesiences. For instance, the nature
and timing of adolescent romantic experiences may differ for individuals growing up
in a small, close-knit rural community and those in a suburban or urban inner-city
environment. We also know relatively fitcle about the romantic relationships of particu-
lar subgroups of adolescents, such as those expecting a child (Moore & Flozsheim, 2001)
or those with health problems (Seiffge-Krenke, 1997).

With few exceprions (e.g. Shulman et al., 1997), investigators have not examined
gender differences in the pature and experience of adolescent romantic relationships.
Given the extensive theoretical history positing that girls are more strongly socialized to
value relationships and connection with others (e.g., Gilligan, 1986; Maccoby, 1998), the
shsence of work on the role of gender in the adolescent romantic domain is puzzling.

Most of the work to date has also focused on individuals and their romantic experi-
ences, not the reiationships per se. The vast majority of research has relied on the self-
reported perceptions of one romantic partner, but an understanding of romantic
relationships entails assessing the behavior and perceptions of the two persons involved.
A few investigators have gathered dara from both individuals in 2 dyad or coded patterns
of interaction {e.g. Welsh et al., 1999}, but additional work on the dyadic components
of romantic relationships would be quite beneficial.

Finally, investigators have only begun to examine the links between childhood
experiences and adolescent romantic relationships (e.g. Collins et al., 1997), and almost
nothing is known abour whether adolescent experiences are predictive of subsequent
relationships (see Furman & Flanagan, 1997). Similarly, the evidence is beginning to
indicate that adolescent romantic experiences are linked to psychosocial functioning, but
systematic research that examines such relations, as well as the mechanisms by which such
associations occur, remains relatively sparse. For instance, how do adolescent romantic
experiences influence subsequent seif-concepr and identity development? Can interaction
with romantic partners have either a deleterious or beneficial effect on adolescents
achievement and motivation beliefs? Are the effects of romantic experiences above and
beyond the influence of other important persons in the adolescents’ life? Do romantic
experiences offer something unique 1o the socialization process? Although answers to these
questions remain largely unanswered, we hope that this review will stimuiate furure
theoretical debate and empirical wosk in the fascinaring domain of adolescent romantic
experiences.
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