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Abstract
Background:

Romantic relationships have been shown to involve stress as well as satisfaction.
Previous research conducted on adults reflected an increase in overall well being when in
romantic relationships. This study compares romantic relationship satisfaction and perceived
stress in adolescents when presented with positive, negative, and neutral verbal prompts.
Methods:

60 heterosexual participants from a suburban High School in New York who were in a
healthy romantic relationship were paired off into their designated couples and randomly
assigned into one of three groups: positive, negative, neutral. Each group was read aloud the
corresponding prompt to their group and asked to silently write a written reflection for 10
minutes. Participants were then asked to complete a relationship assessment scale (RAS), stress
survey, and self-disclosure index (SDI).

Results:

A higher RAS score and lower stress score was associated with participants who received
and reflected on a positive prompt. Moreover, a lower RAS score and higher stress score was
associated with participants who received and reflected on a negative prompt. Results of
participants who received and reflected on the neutral prompt fell in between positive and
negative scores for the RAS and stress survey. SDI was insignificant compared to the differing
prompts.

Conclusion:
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It can be suggested that healthy romantic relationships can benefit adolescents’ wellbeing
when based around positive emotions and activities. The insignificance of the SDI shows that no
matter how the adolescent is feeling in regards to their partner and romantic relationship, he/she
is not affected to the point where they lose trust or confidence in their partner. The next step of
this study is to repeat the procedure with adults and compare that data between the two,
adolescents and adults. This would connect the generation gap in regards to romantic
relationships in general.

Introduction:

Adolescence is a period of exponential growth and development. During this time,
children blossom into young adults, gain maturity, and learn to cope with real world problems.
It’s extremely common for adolescents to show changes in body size, shape, and weight
(Medline Plus). Throughout this developmental period, adolescents seek independence from their
parents, expand curiosity/concern for certain subjects, become independent decision makers, and
show more interest in the opposite sex (Panzarino Jr., 2011). In light of all these transitions, it is
imperative for adolescents to receive proper guidance during the ages ten to seventeen in order to
become well-functioning mature adults (Developmental milestones). This guidance comes from
several sources, including educational settings, parents, peers, and romantic partners.

Development during adolescence (years 10 to 17) is greatly influenced by the type of
parenting style administered by guardians (Borelli et. al, 2010). Further, differences in
development during adolescence are shaped by the experiences young people encounter from
their early childhood to middle childhood educational settings (e.g., elementary school.) For
example, Bryant showed that the high school years are the times when adolescents voluntarily

depend on parental support rather than passively receive it (Bryant et. al, 2006) and that
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attachment in school-aged children is related to how the individual adolescent was raised in
regards to problem solving and stress (Borelli et. al, 2010). Further, a high frequency of parental
involvement and positive experiences with parents results in the child being better adapted in
social settings compared to adolescents with uninvolved parents (Galinsky 2000). Parents who
have busy work schedules that conflict with their children’s' schedules create a pronounced
perception among teenagers (ages 13 to 18) that their parents are uninvolved, which results in the
unintentional avoidance of personal relationships with others in high school years (Tucker et. al,
2001).

In addition to relationships with schools and parents, peer influence has a strong impact
on adolescents in grades 9 through 12 (Medline Plus). Adolescent peer culture is frequently
characterized as a “separate society” with opposite values than those held by adults. But, in
reality, little evidence can prove that the well-known generation gap really exists (Brown et. al,
1990). This so-called gap could have been inferred from the fact that adolescents spend more
time with their friends than with parents (Larson et. al, 1991), which is normal since adolescents
aim to become self-sufficient and independent. The majority of these socially savvy kids who
are involved in close friendships tend to be friendly and intelligent (Wentzel et al, 1993) whereas
aggressive and anxious kids tend to lack close friendships (Pope et, al, 1999). For these
adolescents, parents continue to serve as adolescents’ main source of socialization, and those
people would not engage in close relationships with the opposite sex until they independently
learn to work the social environment like school (Kelly et. al, 1989). Contrary to common belief
that humans are more susceptible to peer influence during adolescence, adolescents are actually
more resistant to peer influence, with girls less persuaded by peer influence than boys (Sumter et.

al, 2009).
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One of the most important aspects of adolescence is that peers learn who they enjoy
spending time around and to what extent. Adolescence is sometimes referred to by teens as an
awkward stage, and in reality, it is just that. Adolescents endeavor to take on the world as mature
adults, and in this effort, they communicate with the opposite sex. During this time, increased
reliance on a romantic partner tends to occur, and less conflict occurs between best friendships
for those in heterosexual relationships (Kuttler et. al, 2004).

“Flirting” can be a challenging activity, one that some spend their whole high school
career learning how to do. Communicating with the opposite sex isn’t always easy, as it can
result in negative psychological outcomes like emotional distress, traumatization, high stress
levels, and depression (Loving et. al, 2009). FMRI analyses illustrated that rejection in love
induces activation of the ventral tegmental area (VTA), the part of the brain closely associated
with gain/loss, addiction, even cocaine craving. When one is rejected in a romantic experience,
the VTA is activated, which causes the brain to appear like the brain of someone overcoming a
cocaine addiction, suffering from obsessive behaviors and deprivation (Fisher et. al, 2010). From
this study, it can be inferred that traumatizing social experiences in adolescence can alter one’s
outlook on human interactions, hindering social development and making one less likely to want
to be in any relationship at all. This work suggests that relationships in adolescence are only
beneficial to each person’s well-being if the relationship is a positive one.

Evidence of emotional disturbances is directly associated with a weakened immune
function (Loving et. al, 2009). Psychological as well as physiological stressors activate the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis (HPA axis) and the sympathetic nervous system.
Neuroendocrine products of the HPA axis like cortisol cause inhibitions of cellular trafficking

and antibody production (Padgett et. al, 2001). There is an adverse association between stress
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and sickness in humans (McEwen et. al, 1993). Psychological stress increases the rates of viral

infections in humans (Cohen et. al, 1991) and can even play a role in morbidity and asthma

(Chorot et. al, 1994). Mucosal wound healing is also impaired by stress (Marucha et al, 1998).

Healthy romantic relationships benefit each parenter’s well-being (Fisher et. al,

2009). Further, falling in love induces a greater increase in self-esteem and overall happiness, not
due to mood change (Aron et. al, 1995). The biological basis of love and attraction shows that
those who have a romantic partner at any stage in their lives have similar brain responses to their
mates (Fisher et. al, 2009) and that each partner can help the other overcome problems (Aron et. al,
1995).

It was found that when women were asked to recall their romantic relationship through a
baseline survey and salivary cortisol sample they were shown to have surprisingly higher levels
or cortisol than when they were asked to recall a best friendship with someone of the opposite
sex (Loving et. al, 2009). Since people in romantic relationships are quick to recognize positive
feelings when hearing their partners’ names (Bianchi et al, 2006) it can be inferred that these
results were due to the high amount of relationship-focused thinking and ignorance to whether
the relationship was a positive one or not. (Loving et. al, 2009). In a positive relationship, stress
levels are significantly lower compared to those in negative relationship, since those in negative
relationships tend to have more unresolved conflict. Those in a positive, rewarding relationship
experience a state of bliss, encouraging them to thrive in challenging situations and have lower
stress levels in the academic setting compared to those in negative relationships or not in a

relationship at all (Stackert et. al, 2003).
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Research Question-

A) Does stimulating participants with a positive prompt induce more romantic relationship
satisfaction and lower self-reported stress results?
B) Does stimulating participants with a negative prompt induce less romantic relationship

satisfaction and higher self-reported stress results?
Hypotheses-

1. Adolescents in romantic relationships will show less self-reported stress and higher
romantic relationship satisfaction after responding to a positive prompt.
2. Adolescents in romantic relationships will show more self-reported stress and lower

relationships satisfaction after responding to a negative prompt.

Methods:
Participants

30 heterosexual adolescent couples (30 male and 30 female participants) were recruited
through flyers in a small, Westchester County, NY High School. Each participant had to self-
identify as in a healthy romantic relationship with the partner that they arrived with at the
location of the study by silently answering the first question of the survey “Do you self-identify
as in a healthy romantic relationship with your partner?” Each participant was in the age range
of 15-18. Mean age was 17. After confirming couples’ relationship status, participants began a

45 minute guided experimental procedure (described below).

1.1. Measures

Screening
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Interested participants were recruited by responding to posted flyers around the school.
Upon registering interest in the study, participants were excluded if they (a) did not self-identify
as in a healthy romantic relationship with someone of the opposite sex, or (b) were not in the
adolescent age range.

Experimental Session Introduction

Couples came in by appointment, from 2:40 PM until 4:00 PM. Upon arrival to the location,
parental consent forms were collected and participants were provided the basic instructions
regarding what would be required of them (i.e., 10 minute written response survey, Relationship
Assessment Scale (RAS), Stress Survey, and Self-Disclosure Index (SDI).) The 60 participants
were randomly assigned a number and separated into one of three groups: positive prompt,

negative prompt, or neutral prompt.

1.2. Procedure
After being randomly separated into one of the three groups (positive, negative, neutral,) each
participant was read aloud the following:

Thank you for choosing to participate in my study on Adolescent Romantic
Relationships. This study is completely voluntarily and there will be nothing held against you if
you choose to stop participating at any time. Your identities are guaranteed to stay anonymous
throughout the entirety of the project.

They were then read aloud one of the following prompts:

A) Positive- “Think about and reflect on a time that you and your partner did
something new and exciting.”
B) Negative- “Think about and reflect on a time that you and your partner had a

disagreement on how to spend your time.”
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C) Neutral- “Think about and reflect on a time that you and your partner did
something ‘normal’, like watch TV together.”

After receiving the prompt, each participant spent 10 minutes completing a Written Self-
Report response about how the prompt makes them feel and the memories that the prompt brings
up. Immediately after completing the Written Self Response, participants were asked to complete
a relationship satisfaction, perceived stress, and self-disclosure measure. At the end of the
session, all data collected was secured in a locked cabinet until analyzed.

Measures

Stress. Stress was measures with the General Stress Survey. This scale includes 20
adjectives that describe positive (e.g., calm) and negative (e.g., nervous) mental states. Thus, I
created three different measures of stress, one that taps positive mood (alpha = -.899; mean =
3.084; SD =.599), one that taps negative mood (alpha = .891; mean = 1.89; SD =.581), and a
composite score that includes all 20 items, with the positive items reverse scored (alpha = .876;
mean = 1.90; SD =.529).

Relationship Satisfaction. Overall relationship quality was assessed with the Relationship
Assessment Scale (RAS; Hendrick). This scale taps individual’s subjective ratings about how
they feel about their relationships at the moment (e.g., sample items; scale responses). Consistent
with past work, the 7 items were averaged to create an overall measure of relationship quality
(alpha = .846; mean = 4.123; SD = .769).

Self-Disclosure. To determine whether the prompts affected participants’ willingness to
disclose to their partners, all participants completed the 10-item Self-Disclosure Index. Each
item asks participants to indicate their likelihood of disclosing specific types of information to

their partners (e.g., sample item; response scale). Consistent with past work, the 10 items were
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averaged to create an overall measure of self-disclosure (alpha = .760; mean = 3.390; SD =
A454).
Results

Means, standard deviations, and correlations between primary study variables are
presented in Table 1. As can be seen, there were some correlations (talk about a few of them
here).

The hypotheses were tested by conducting a 2 (participant sex) X 3 (condition) ANOVA
to assess the mean differences in the outcome variables as a function of participant sex (male vs.

female) and condition (positive, negative, and neutral prime).

MEAN AND STD DEVIATION FOR EACH VARIABLE

sdi

ras

naffect

paffect

Gstress

1T

0.00 0.50 1.00 1.50 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00
Gstress paffect naffect ras sdi
|ISTANDARD DEVIATION 0.53 0.60 0.58 0.77 0.45
|DMEAN 1.80 3.08 1.89 413 3.39
DISTRIBUTION OF RESULTS

Graph 1
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DATA VARIABILITY
(Standard Dewvation As Percentage Of Mean)
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Graph 2

A Tukey Grouping was then conducted to compare each condition and state their
differences. It was found that Condition 1 (positive prompt) and Condition 3 (negative prompt)
were significantly different than each other, but both conditions were similar to Condition 2
(neutral prompt). For Naffect, the Tukey Grouping showed the same, that condition 1 and
condition 3 did not differ from condition 2, but differed from each other. For RAS, Condition 1
(positive prompt) showed a greater mean of satisfaction (mean= 4.3786) than Condition 3
(mean= 3.8214). Thus, participants who received the positive prompt responded with higher
relationship satisfaction than participants who received the negative prompt. Participants who
received the neutral prompt fell somewhere in-between (mean=4.1786). There was no
significant difference between the three conditions and the SDI (Condition1 mean= 3.4600,
Condition2 mean= 3.4750, Condition3 mean= 3.2350).

Primary Test

Following the correlation procedure, a primary test was conducted to find differences in

the outcomes as a function of condition and sex. To assess the correlations of the three

conditions by sex, a 3 x 2 (Condition x Participant Sex) ANOVA was conducted. Results
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revealed that there was no significance between interaction of the sexes and their responses to
each condition (Pr > F = 0.0187). However, overall stress was shown to differ by condition

(FValue=4.29).

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS - GSTRESS VERSUS VARIABLES
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Graph 3
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CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS - NAFFECT VERSUS VARIABLES




Christine Rotondo 15

CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS - RAS VERSUS VARIABLES
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CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS - SDI VERSUS VARIABLES
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Graph 7
Discussion:
The present study extends work on adolescent romantic relationships by demonstrating

that adolescents who are under relationship-related stress respond negatively to relationship

satisfaction and positively to perceived stress. Moreover, it demonstrates that adolescents who
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are not under relationship-related stress show more relationship satisfaction and lower perceived
stress. Interestingly, the results of the self-disclosure index were not altered by either the
positive, negative, or neutral prompt. This suggests that adolescents are not altered by positive
or negative feelings when it comes to the persuasiveness to self disclose personal information to
their partner.

This study is a broad extenuation of many previous studies that have used verbal prompts
and the various certified surveys administered to adults. This study extends Brown’s (1990)
study in which it was found that adults and adolescents do not fundamentally differ from adults
with respect to romantic relationships.

This study was conducted in a public educational institution after and during the school
day. All surveys have been previously used on adult romantic relationship studies that were
published. Although the prompts were designed to focus the participants on the task at hand,
plausible alternative explanations of the findings of this study could be caused by lack of focus,
passionate love, or even maturity. However, the results were almost all statistically significant,
excluding SDI. This is surprising, since 60 participants is a low sample size for this study and a
major limitation.

Through this study it can be suggested that adolescents benefit from healthy romantic
relationships. The next step for adolescent romantic relationship is to link this study to
education, i.e. “Does romantic relationship satisfaction and lower perceived stress yield higher
educational success?” This research question would have many limitations, from personal
invasiveness to standardizing learning habits of the participants. If future research can answer
the above question, however, educational facilities could then incorporate those results into

creating a healthier learning environment for adolescents.
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