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3. Testing-the-limits examines the
range and limits of cognitive reserve
capacity as an approach to understanding age differences in cognitive processes.
4. This theory suggests that during
aging, individuals maintain skill by focusing on selective aspects of broader
skills, practicing these subskills often,
and sometimes shifting strategies (e.g.,
shifting from speed to accuracy) to
maintain performance.
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The Emerging Field of Adolescent
Romantic Relationships
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Abstract
Romantic relationships are
central in adolescents’ lives.
They have the potential to affect development positively,
but also place adolescents at
risk for problems. Romantic
experiences change substantially over the course of adolescence; the peer context plays a
critical role as heterosexual adolescents initially interact with
the other sex in a group context, then begin group dating,
and finally have dyadic romantic relationships. Adolescents’
expectations and experiences in
romantic relationships are related to their relationships
with their peers as well as their
parents. Although research on
adolescents’ romantic relationships has blossomed in the
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past decade, further work is
needed to identify the causes
and consequences of romantic
experiences, examine the diversity of romantic experiences, and integrate the field
with work on sexuality and
adult romantic relationships.
Keywords
romantic relationships; attachment; love; friendships; adolescent adjustment

A review of the literature on adolescent romantic relationships a
decade ago would have uncovered
very little empirical research. The
work that had been conducted consisted primarily of descriptive
studies on the frequency of dating
or other romantic behaviors. A
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substantial amount of work on sexual behavior had been conducted,
but much of that was descriptive as
well, and did not say much about
the relational context in which the
sexual behavior occurred. In other
words, the literature contained a
lot of information about the proportions of adolescents of different
ages or backgrounds who were
sexually active, but much less
about who their partners were and
what their relationships with them
were like.
Happily, the field has changed
substantially in the past decade. A
cadre of social scientists have been
studying adolescents’ romantic relationships, and the number of articles and conference presentations
seems to increase each year. The
fields of adolescent romantic relationships and sexual behavior are
still not well integrated, but the
connections between them are increasing. Most of the work has
been done on heterosexual relationships, but research on lesbian,
gay, and bisexual relationships is
beginning as well.
The increasing interest in adolescents’ romantic relationships may
partially stem from a recognition
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that these relationships are not
simply trivial flings. As young people move from preadolescence
through late adolescence, their romantic relationships become increasingly central in their social
world. Preadolescents spend an
hour or less a week interacting
with the other sex. By the 12th
grade, boys spend an average of 5
hr a week with the other sex, and
girls spend an average of 10 hr a
week. Furthermore, 12th-grade
boys and girls spend an additional
5 to 8 hr a week thinking about
members of the other sex when not
with them (Richards, Crowe, Larson, & Swarr, 1998). Romantic partners are also a major source of support for many adolescents. Among
10th graders, only close friends provide more support. During the college years, romantic relationships
are the most supportive relationships for males, and among the most
supportive relationships for females
(Furman & Buhrmester, 1992).
Romantic relationships may also
affect other aspects of adolescents’
development. For example, they
have been hypothesized to contribute to the development of an identity, the transformation of family
relationships, the development of
close relationships with peers, the
development of sexuality, and
scholastic achievement and career
planning (Furman & Shaffer, in
press). One particularly interesting
question is whether adolescent romantic experiences influence subsequent romantic relationships, including marriages. Unfortunately,
there is limited empirical data on
these possible impacts.
Adolescent romantic relationships are not, however, simple
“beds of roses.” One fifth of adolescent women are victims of physical
or sexual abuse by a dating partner
(Silverman, Raj, Mucci, & Hathaway, 2001). Breakups are one of the
strongest predictors of depression
(Monroe, Rhode, Seeley, & Lewinsohn, 1999). Sexually transmitted

diseases and teenage pregnancy
are also major risks.
Of course, the benefits and risks
of particular romantic experiences
vary. Having romantic experience
at an early age and having a high
number of partners are associated
with problems in adjustment (see
Zimmer-Gembeck, Siebenbruner, &
Collins, 2001), although researchers
do not know yet the direction of
the influence. That is, the romantic
experiences may lead to the difficulties, but it is also possible that
adolescents who are not well adjusted are more likely than their
better adjusted peers to become
prematurely or overly involved in
romantic relationships. Moreover,
little is known about how the
length or qualities of romantic relationships may be linked to adjustment.

DEVELOPMENTAL COURSE
Adolescents vary widely in
when they become interested in romantic relationships, and the experiences they have once they begin
dating. Accordingly, there is not
one normative pattern of development. Some commonalities in the
nature and sequence of heterosexual experiences can be seen, however. Prior to adolescence, boys
and girls primarily interact with
same-sex peers. In early adolescence, they begin to think more
about members of the other sex,
and then eventually to interact
more with them (Richards et al.,
1998). Initial interactions typically
occur in mixed boy-girl groups;
then group dating begins, with
several pairs engaging in some activity together; finally, dyadic romantic relationships begin to form
(Connolly, Goldberg, & Pepler, 2002).
Having a large network of othersex friends increases the likelihood
of developing a romantic relation-
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ship with someone (Connolly, Furman, & Konarski, 2000).
The developmental course of romantic experiences for gay, lesbian,
and bisexual youths is less charted,
but is likely to be somewhat different. Most have some same-sex sexual experience, but relatively few
have same-sex romantic relationships because of both the limited
opportunities to do so and the social disapproval such relationships
may generate from families or heterosexual peers (Diamond, SavinWilliams, & Dubé, 1999). Many
sexual-minority youths date othersex peers; such experiences can help
them clarify their sexual orientation
or disguise it from others.
The nature of heterosexual or
homosexual romantic relationships
changes developmentally. Early relationships do not fulfill many of
the functions that adult romantic
relationships often do. Early adolescents do not commonly turn to a
partner for support or provide
such caregiving for a partner. In
fact, what may be important is simply having such a relationship, especially if the partner is a popular
or desired one.
Eventually, adolescents develop some comfort in these interactions and begin to turn to their
partners for specific social and
emotional needs. Wehner and I
proposed that romantic relationships become important in the
functioning of four behavioral systems—affiliation, sex-reproduction, attachment, and caregiving
(Furman & Wehner, 1994). The affiliative and sexual-reproductive
systems are the first to become salient, as young adolescents spend
time with their partners and explore their sexual feelings. The attachment and caretaking systems
become more important during
late adolescence and early adulthood, as relationships become
more long term. Several findings
are consistent with our proposal.
When asked to describe their ro-
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mantic relationships, adolescents
mention affiliative features more
often than attachment or caregiving features (Feiring, 1996). Similarly, in another study, young
adults retrospectively described
their romances in adolescence in
terms of companionship and affiliation, and described their relationships in young adulthood in terms
of trust and support (Shulman &
Kipnis, 2001).
The work on the developmental
course of romantic experiences illustrates several important points.
First, these relationships do not occur in isolation. Relationships with
peers typically serve as a social
context for the emergence of heterosexual relationships, and often
are a deterrent for gay and lesbian
relationships. Second, adolescents’
romantic relationships are more
than simple sexual encounters; at
the same time, one could not characterize most of them as the fullblown attachment relationships
that committed adult relationships
become (Shaver & Hazan, 1988).
Affiliation, companionship, and
friendship seem to be particularly
important aspects of most of these
relationships. Finally, the developmental changes in these relationships are striking. Although at first
they are based on simple interest,
in the course of a decade, adolescents go from simply being interested in boys or girls to having significant relationships that are
beginning to be characterized by
attachment and caregiving. Because the changes are qualitative as
well as quantitative, they present
challenges for investigators trying
to describe them or to compare the
experiences of different adolescents. Wehner and I (Furman &
Wehner, 1994) have tried to provide a common framework for research by examining adolescents’
expectations for and beliefs about
these relationships, a point I discuss more extensively in the next
section.

LINKS WITH OTHER
RELATIONSHIPS
Much of the current research on
adult romantic relationships has
been guided by attachment theory.
More than a decade ago, Shaver
and Hazan (1988) proposed that
committed romantic relationships
could be characterized as attachments, just as relationships between parent and child were.
Moreover, they suggested that experiences with parents affect individuals’ expectations of romantic
relationships. Individuals who had
secure relationships with parents
would be likely to have secure expectations of romantic relationships and, in fact, would be likely
to develop secure romantic attachments, whereas those who had adverse experiences with parents
would be expected to develop insecure expectations of romantic relationships.
Although researchers generally
emphasized the links between relationships with parents and romantic relationships, Wehner and I
suggested that friendships would
be related to romantic relationships
as well (Furman & Wehner, 1994).
Friendships and romantic relationships are both egalitarian relationships characterized by features of
affiliation, such as companionship
and mutual intimacy. Accordingly, we proposed that adolescents’ experiences with friends and
expectations concerning these relationships influence their expectations of romantic relationships.
Subsequently, several studies using multiple methods of assessment demonstrated links between
adolescents’ expectations of friendships and romantic relationships
(see Furman, Simon, Shaffer, &
Bouchey, 2002). In fact, these links
were more consistent than those
between parent-child relationships
and romantic relationships. Interestingly, the latter links were found
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to strengthen over the course of adolescence. Such a developmental
shift may occur as the attachment
and caregiving features of romantic relationships become increasingly salient.
These studies were cross-sectional, and thus cannot support inferences about causality. However, the findings again underscore
the importance of recognizing that
romantic relationships are peer relationships and thus, links with
friendships are likely as well.
At the same time, various types
of relationships have only moderate effects on one another. Experiences in other relationships may
influence romantic relationships,
but romantic relationships also
present new challenges, and thus
past experiences are not likely to be
simply replicated. What influence
do past romantic relationships
have on future romantic relationships? Individuals’ perceptions of
support and negative interaction in
their romantic relationships have
been found to be stable over the
span of a year, even across different relationships (Connolly et al.,
2000), but otherwise researchers
know little about what does and
does not carry over from one romantic relationship to the next.

CURRENT AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS
The existing literature on romantic relationships has many of
the characteristics of initial research on a topic. One such characteristic is the methodologies used
to date: Investigators have principally relied on questionnaires, administered at one point in time. Interview and observational studies are
now beginning to appear, though,
and investigators conducting longitudinal studies have begun to report their results concerning adolescent romantic relationships. For
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example, Capaldi and Clark (1998)
found that having a parent whose
behavior is antisocial and who is
unskilled in parenting is predictive
of antisocial behavior in midadolescence, which in turn is predictive of aggression toward dating
partners in late adolescence. Reports
from other ongoing longitudinal
studies of the childhood precursors
of adolescent romantic relationships
and the consequences of these relationships for subsequent development should appear shortly.
In this article, I have described
some of the common developmental changes characteristic of adolescent romantic relationships and how
these relationships may be influenced by relationships with friends
and parents. At the same time, the
diversity of romantic experiences
should be underscored. The links
between romantic experiences and
adjustment vary as a function of
the timing and degree of romantic
involvement (Zimmer-Gembeck et
al., 2001). Investigators are beginning to examine how romantic experiences may be associated with
characteristics of the adolescent, such
as antisocial or bullying behavior,
health status, or sensitivity to being
rejected. To date, most of the work
has focused on heterosexual youths
from middle-class Euro-American
backgrounds, and further work with
other groups is certainly needed.
Additionally, almost all of the research has been conducted in Western societies, yet romantic development is likely to be quite different
in other societies where contacts with
the other sex are more constrained,
and marriages are arranged.
Efforts to integrate the field with
related ones are needed. Just as research on sexual behavior could
profit from examining the nature of
the relationships between sexual
partners, investigators studying romantic relationships need to examine the role of sexual behavior in
romantic relationships. Ironically,
few investigators have done so,

and instead these relationships
have been treated as if they were
platonic. Similarly, research on adolescent relationships could benefit
from the insights of the work on
adult romantic relationships,
which has a rich empirical and theoretical history. At the same time,
investigators studying adult relationships may want to give greater
consideration to the developmental
changes that occur in these relationships and to their peer context—
themes that have been highlighted
by adolescence researchers. In sum,
research on adolescent romantic relationships has blossomed in the
past decade, but a broad, integrative perspective will be needed to
fully illuminate their nature.
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