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Technology and Communication in Romantic

Relationships: A Fact Sheet

Examining how new media is influencing how couples come

together and interact

Background

Increasingly, people use the Internet and cell phones
in many areas of life: to manage finances, do
business, and even more often, communicate with
one another. In a Pew Research Center survey of 895
technology experts, 85% of respondents agreed with
the statement: “In 2020, when | look at the big picture
and consider my personal friendships, marriage and
other relationships, | see that the internet has mostly
been a positive force on my social world”." The other
15% saw it as a negative force, but in both cases,
they saw the Internet being an important influence

in their relationships.

The Internet, along with mobile phones, has come
to play a part in communications within intimate
partner relationships. This Fact Sheet examines the
use of online and mobile technology by teens and
adults and how that technology is influencing how
they communicate and interact with their romantic
partners. It includes data on how many people are
using the Internet to meet and find partners but
also how the Internet and mobile technology can
contribute to strains on relationships.

Definitions

Social networking sites are online communities

where users can create public or private profiles
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with information about themselves and their

interests and interact with other users of the site.
These sites are grounded in real life, as participants
generally use their real names and have actual
photos. They are used to keep in touch with
pre-existing networks as well as to connect with
strangers based on shared interests and activities.?
Forty-seven percent of adult online users (about

80 million adults) use social networking sites. The
most popular social networks among adults are
Facebook (73% of users), MySpace (48% of users)
and LinkedIn (14% of users). Ten to twelve percent
of social networking adults (about 17 to 20 million
adults) also report being on “other sites” including
Match.com, an online dating site.® The most popular
online dating sites, according to 2006 data, are

Yahoo! Personals and Match.com.*
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Dating websites are dating systems that allow
individuals, couples, and groups to make contact
and communicate with each other over the Internet,
usually with the objective of developing a personal
romantic relationship. They typically provide
unmoderated matchmaking over the Internet.

A prospective member is generally required to
provide personal information before he or she can
search the service provider’s database for other
individuals using pre-set criteria such as age range,

gender, and location.

Texting, or text-messaging, is the practice of
sending short text communications of 160
characters or less via mobile phone. Texts can also
include photos and other images.

Sexting is an activity where users exchange
sexually suggestive nude or partially nude photos
or videos of one another through text messages on
their phones.

Flirting online is a means of one person using
the Internet to show another person that they're
interested in the other, either in a casual or intimate

sense, without any physical interaction.

Headlines/Trends

A large percentage of the American public is online
and on their phones—and for significant amounts
of time. As of 2009, 93% of youth between 12 and
17 (about 23.5 million teens) were online, as were
74% of adults 18 and older (about 170.4 million
people). Almost two-thirds (63%) of teens go online
daily, and 36% of them are online several times

a day. About 68% of adults are on the Internet at

least once a day.®

Teens are at the forefront of social networking on
the Internet, with 73% of online teens ages 12-17
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using a social networking site. Most teens use
social networking sites to stay in touch with their
friends, with only 17% reporting that they use the
sites to flirt. Boys aged 15-17 are more likely than
girls in their age group to admit to using social
networking sites for flirting, with 29% of boys
reporting that they do, compared to 13% of girls.®
Adult use of social networking sites is growing;
47% of adult Internet users reported having used a
social networking site in 2009, compared to 8% in
2005.” Most adult social media users leverage the
sites to stay in the loop with their connections: 89%
use them to stay in touch with friends, and 57%
use the sites to make plans to meet up with current
friends. Twenty percent of them report using social
networking sites to flirt.®

In terms of mobile phones, 82% of all adults report
having a cell phone. The average adult makes five
calls a day and sends ten text messages daily.®
Among teens, 77% of youth between 12 and 17
own a cell phone, and over a quarter of them

(27%) use their phones to go online.™

Data

New Media and Meeting a Potential
Partner

The old methods for meeting a potential partner
still have a strong sway. In a survey by the Pew
Research Center on dating and the Internet, most
people who end up in a long-term relationship

or married are still meeting each other through
mutual friends or through shared interactions at
work or school, and only one in ten adult Internet
users has ever visited a dating site." However, the
Internet is playing a prominent role in traditional
courtship practices.

Of those individuals using online dating sites, 43%
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of them have gone on “offline dates” with prospects
they met on dating sites, and 17% of online daters
have gone on to have long-term relationships or
marriages with partners they met online.”? These
numbers align with those in a survey commissioned
by the dating website Match.com, which claimed
that of couples married in the last three years, one

in six met on an online dating site.™

While a small portion of online users employ
explicit dating sites (e.g., Match.com) to find a
partner, a significant portion of them use the
Internet to facilitate some type of romantic activity.
In the Pew Research Center’s dating study, 74%
of Internet users who are single and looking for a
relationship have used the Internet for some sort of
dating activity—ranging from flirting (40% of users),
asking someone out on a date (37% of users), to
searching for a place to first meet (27% of users).™
Even more broadly, Internet users may publicize
their availability and interest in dating simply by
indicating their current relationship status in their
social network profiles.®

Researchers are also finding that adults are using
online tools to find out about romantic interests in
the same way that they would normally tap into
their friend networks for information. In the Pew
Research Center’s online dating survey, 17%

of “single and looking” adult Internet users had
used the Internet to search for information about
someone they had just started dating or were about
to meet. Eighteen percent of “single and looking”
Internet users reported using the Internet to keep
tabs on people they had dated in the past.'®

Another way to reach out to partners is over the
phone, and many people are finding it easier

to approach potential partners through text
messaging. A survey of British university students
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looking at the distinction between texters and
talkers (who primarily used their phone for voice
conversations) found that texters (who tended to
be more socially anxious than their talker peers)
were able to develop new relationships and deepen
existing ones through regular and intensive text
messaging."” Research in Australia found that
women, who are often less likely to initiate contact
with a romantic interest, were more likely to do so
via text message.'® New media thus opens up more
options for meeting potential dating partners, but
also provides the buffer of distance to help make
approaching these new partners easier.

New Media in the Day-to-Day of
Relationships

Once individuals find a romantic partner, their
relationship often comes with certain expectations
of regular and reciprocated communication.

The pervasiveness of new media can do a lot to
heighten those expectations. Looking at teens,
researchers found that they “now do much of
their relationship work by using new media —
reciprocating in comments, differentiating their
romantic attachments from less intimate friends,
and giving priority to phone calls from significant
others.”"® Teens expect regular and continual
contact from their partners, as a way of signifying
their trustworthiness, and also of showing affection.
Teenagers were also able to use a range of new
media, from texting, instant messaging, emailing,
and social networking, to maintain relationships
that would otherwise be difficult because of

parental restrictions or differences in location.?®

Once in a relationship, the increased information
and access to each other online open up new
avenues for couples to share with each other
and with their networks. In particular, their
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social media profiles, which are viewable by

their real-life connections, can become public
online demonstrations of their relationship. With
Facebook, for example, couples can make their
relationship status public, post public displays of
affection on each other’s walls, share photographs
of themselves together as a couple, and even
share their profile passwords with one another,
further blurring the line between their individual
profiles and cementing their identity as a couple.?!

With individuals not yet in relationships, the lack
of physical presence that comes with texting each
other on their phones can still facilitate more
openness in a communications with one another.
It can inspire “innuendo and sexual play among its
users,” offer them privacy as they surreptitiously
send messages to each other, and allow them

to be in regular communication, especially in
situations where a phone call might unworkable.?
The “always on” nature of new technology can thus
do a lot to inspire intimacy and communication in
romantic partners.

New Media and Relationship Issues

Another way that sites such as Facebook allow

for more communication among couples is by
affording them much more information about their
partners’ friends and interactions than would be
available off-line. Sometimes that information

can bring couples closer together, but this

excess knowledge can also lead to jealousy and
uncertainty about a relationship. In a survey of 308
undergraduates using Facebook, “real or imagined
negative situations invoke feelings of jealousy, and
participants felt the Facebook environment created
these feelings and enhanced concerns about the
quality of their relationship.”?® Their partners may
not be doing anything outside of the bounds of
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their relationship, but, for example, simply knowing
that their significant other is still in touch with an
old partner can cause anxiety. Photographs can
be especially problematic, where photos with past
partners still exist on the site and are commented
upon, even when the relationship is over.?*

New media also allows individuals who feel
suspicious or jealous of their partner to seek out
more information about their activities and their
otherwise unspoken thoughts or feelings. In an
online survey of married couples, researchers
found that surveillance was common: in 17% of
couples surveyed, both partners did some sort of
surveillance, and in 28% of couples, at least one
partner monitored the other. The most frequent
modes of monitoring were reading their partner’s
email, going through their text messages, and
checking their browser history.®

Even as the Internet and mobile phones give
partners more ability to track each other, they

also give them more ability to stray. Infidelity on
the Internet may be more of a case of emotional
rather than physical betrayal, as the partners

may never actually meet in person. In a survey of
those who have had online relationships, some
suggested that their online partners actually helped
their marriages, because the online relationship
discouraged face-to-face adultery.?®

However, for many couples, turning to another
person online—even if it does not culminate

in a physical affair—is still a situation where a
partner is looking for intimacy and understanding
with someone else and is using the Internet

as an outlet rather than working through their
relationships problems with their real life partner. In
an online survey of adults in Australia, “people at
least perceive online acts of infidelity as authentic
and as real as offline acts.”’
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Like the Internet, texting also offers a means of
communication for illicit partnerships. A text can
also be used by the unfaithful party to check in with
his or her partner with less guilt and less chance

of discovery—without the context of background
noise and tone of voice, it is much easier to lie.?
The same factors of intimacy and distance that
play into a couple’s use of the Internet and texting
can also influence situations where partners are
unfaithful to one another.

Finally, another aspect of texting that has

come into play for those involved in romantic
relationships is the phenomenon of sexting. These
exchanges happen between partners in a romantic
relationship, between individuals who are not yet in
a relationship but hope to be, and between those
in a relationship and someone who is not their
partner. A Pew survey found that 6% of cell phone
users who are adults (18 or older) reported texting
sexually suggestive images, and 15% reported
having received such texts. The survey also found
that men were more likely to receive images (21%)
than women (11%).2°

While adults engage in sexting, much of the
controversy around sexting comes from its
popularity among teenagers. In a Pew Center
survey, 4% of cell-owning teens have sent sexually
suggestive images via text message, and 15% of
teenagers have reported receiving these kinds of
messages.*® As with online infidelity, some teens
view sexting as a safe alternative to actual off-
line sexual activity. However, the issues around
teen sexting range from legal prosecution around
the circulation of sexual images of minors, to the
pressure faced by young people to sext in order
to fit in with their peers, to worries about images
being circulated publicly and trailing teens as they

grow up.
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Recent research has shown that new technology
can bring people together in relationships and
closer together as partners. It can also exacerbate
some of the strains and issues that couples face
and can do so in a very public way that lingers

even when the relationship is over.

The National Healthy Marriage Resource Center
(NHMRC) would like to thank Anu Samarajiva,
Jane Koppelman and Sharrie Mcintosh of the
Resource Center for their contributions to this
Fact Sheet. This is a product of the NHMRC,
led by co-directors Mary Myrick, APR, and
Jeanette Hercik, PhD, and project manager Rich
Batten, ThM, MEd, CFLE.

Data Sources

1 Anderson, Janna Quitney and Lee Rainie (2010). The
Future of Social Relations. Pew Research Center’s
Internet and American Life Project, July 2. http://www.

pewinternet.org/Reports/2010/The-future-of-social-
relations.aspx. Accessed December 13, 2010.

2  Boyd, Danah M. and Nicole B. Ellison (2008). Social
Network Sites: Definition, History and Scholarship.
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 13:
210-230.

3 Lenhart, Amanda (2009). The Democratization of
Online Social Networks: A Look at the Change in
Demographics of Social Network Users Over Time.
Pew Internet and American Life Project, October 8.
http://www.pewinternet.org/Presentations/2009/41--

The-Democratization-of-Online-Social-Networks.aspx.
Accessed December 21, 2010.

4 Madden, Mary and Amanda Lenhart (2006). Online
Dating. Pew Internet & American Life Project, March

5. hitp://www.pewinternet.org/Reports/2006/Online-
Dating.aspx. Accessed November 23, 2010.

5 Lenhart, Amanda, Kristen Purcell, Aaron Smith and

FS-01-11



10

1

12

13

14

15

16

Kathryn Zickuhr (2010). Social Media & Mobile Internet
Use Among Teens and Young Adults. Pew Internet &
American Life Project, February 3. http://pewinternet.
org/~/media//Files/Reports/2010/PIP_Social_Media
and_Young_Adults _Report_Final_with_toplines.pdf.
Accessed December 3, 2010.

Lenhart, Amanda and Mary Madden (2007). Pew
Internet Project Data Memo: Social Networking
Websites and Teens, an Overview. Pew Internet

and American Life Project, January 3. http:/www.
pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2007/
PIP_SNS_Data_Memo_Jan_2007.pdf.pdf. Accessed
December 21, 2010.

ibid

Lenhart, Amanda (2009). Pew Internet Project
Data Memo, January 14, http://www.pewinternet.
org/~/media//Files/Reports/2009/PIP_Adult_social
networking_data_memo_FINAL.pdf.pdf. Accessed
December 3, 2010.

Lenhart, Amanda (2010). Cell Phones and American
Adults. Pew Internet and American Life Project,
September 2. hitp://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//
Files/Reports/2010/PIP_Adults_Cellphones
Report_2010.pdf. Accessed December 13, 2010.

Lenhart, Amanda, Kristen Purcell, Aaron Smith and
Kathryn Zickuhr (2010), etc.

Madden, Mary and Amanda Lenhart (2006), etc.
ibid

Match.com and Chadwick Martin Bailey (2010).
Recent Trends: Online Dating. April 20. http://cp.match.
com/cppp/media/CMB_ Study.pdf. Accessed November
23, 2010.

Madden, Mary and Amanda Lenhart (2006), etc.

Young, Sean, Debo Dutta and Gopal Dommety (2009).
Extrapolating Psychological Insights from Facebook
Profiles: A Study of Religion and Relationship Status.
CyberPyschology & Behavior, 12, no. 3: 347-350.

Madden, Mary and Amanda Lenhart (2006), etc.

www.healthymarriageinfo.org

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

Reid, Donna and Fraser Reid (2004). Insights into

the Social and Psychological Effects of SMS Text
Messaging. http://www.160characters.org/documents/
SocialEffectsOfTextMessaging.pdf. Accessed
December 13, 2010.

Byrne, Ruth and Bruce Findlay (2004). Preference for
SMS versus Telephone Calls in Initiating Romantic
Relationships. Australian Journal of Emerging
Technologies and Society, 2, no. 1: 48-61.

Pascoe, C. (2008) etc.
ibid

Ellwood-Clayton, Bella (2005). Unfaithful: Reflections
of Enchantment, Disenchantment ... and the Mobile
Phone. In Mobile Communication in Everyday Life:
Ethnographic Views, Observations and Reflections.
Edited by Joachim R. Hoflich and Maren Hartmann.
Frank & Timm: Berlin: 123-144.

Bowe, Greg (2010). Reading Romance: The
Impact Facebook Rituals Can Have on a Romantic
Relationship. Journal of Comparative Research in
Anthropology and Sociology, 1, no. 2: 61-77.

Muise, Amy, Emily Christofides and Serge Desmarais
(2009). More Information than You Ever Wanted:
Does Facebook Bring Out the Green-Eyed Monster
of Jealousy? CyberPsychology & Behavior, 12, no. 4:
441-444.

Bowe, Greg (2010). Reading Romance: The
Impact Facebook Rituals Can Have on a Romantic
Relationship. Journal of Comparative Research in
Anthropology and Sociology, 1, no. 2: 61-77.

Helsper, Ellen J and Monica T. Whitty (2010).
Netiquette Within Married Couples: Agreement About
Acceptable Online Behavior and Surveillance Between
Partners. Computers in Human Behavior, 26: 916-926.

Underwood, Heather and Bruce Findlay (2004).
Internet Relationships and Their Impact on Primary
Relationships. Behaviour Change: Journal of the
Australian Behaviour Modification Association, 21, no.
2:127-140.

FS-01-11



27

28

29

30

Whitty, Monica Therese (2003). Pushing the Wrong
Buttons: Men’s and Women’s Attitudes toward Online
and Offline Infidelity. CyberPsychology & Behavior, 6,
no. 6: 569-579.

Ellwood-Clayton, Bella (2005), etc.

Lenhart, Amanda (2010). Teens, Adults and Sexting:
Data on Sending/Receiving Sexually Suggestive Nude
or Nearly Nude Photos by Americans. Pew Internet
and American Life Project, October 23. http://www.
pewinternet.org/Presentations/2010/Oct/Teens-Adults-
and-Sexting.aspx. Accessed December 21, 2010.

Lenhart, Amanda (2009). Teens and Sexting,

December 15, http://www.ncdsv.org/images/
Pewlnternet_TeensAndSexting_12-2009.pdf,

accessed on December 10, 2010.

www.healthymarriageinfo.org

FS-01-11



