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A Thematic Analysis exploring the Impact of Social Media Use on Romantic
Relationships

ABSTRACT

Whilst research considers the role played by social media in romantic
relationships (Van Ouytsel et al., 2016; Vaterlaus et al., 2016), little focuses on
potential positive impacts or opinions from sexual minority relationships. Thus,
existing research may have provided limited findings into the impact of social
media use on relationships. The present research aimed to explore the positive
and negative impacts of social media use on romantic relationships, using semi-
structured interviews of eight participants. Responses were analysed using
thematic analysis in which three themes were formed: interpretation of online
actions, digital trace surveillance, and formation and maintenance of romance.
Findings suggest that the impact of social media can be both positive and
negative, and thus, may affect the maintenance of romantic relationships.
Furthermore, future recommendations were discussed, including the suggestion
of dyadic interviews to obtain a deeper comprehension of the impact on both
partners.
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Introduction

The 21 century witnessed major advances in the continual development of popular
social media sites (Edosomwan et al., 2011). To represent this particularly popular
series of online platforms, the term ‘social media’ was coined, designed on the basis
of enabling social interactions (Bertot et al., 2012). Although this term appears to be
a relatively novel concept, the notion of interacting via the internet has existed for
quite some time, with email services facilitating online connections dating back
decades ago (Bertot et al., 2012).

Pew Research Center (2015) discovered social media usage to be exceptionally
heavy amongst young people, with 90% of young adults classifying themselves as
social media users. Similarly, it was revealed by Ellison et al. (2007) that 94% of
undergraduate students in their sample were members of Facebook, a well-known
social media site. With an ever-growing population of billions of individuals
connecting to this online world, social media use is assisting and encouraging
connections on a worldwide level (Hansen et al., 2010).

Differing from traditional media, social media requires user-generated content in
which unpaid contributors voluntarily post content such as pictures or videos
(Kietzmann et al., 2011). Personal information is shared with other users, often
regardless of whether those users are close friends, acquaintances (Ellison et al.,
2007), or even strangers, as the term ‘friend’ has a much broader meaning in the
online sense, with users adding hundreds of people to their ‘friends’ lists (Utz and
Beukeboom, 2011).

Wang and Wellman (2010) highlighted the role of social media in enabling the
formation and maintenance of social ties, connecting individuals who know one
another offline, as well as those who are unlikely to meet offline, with 22% of users
having ‘virtual friends’. However, only 15% reported that these online friendships
made the transition from an online platform to the offline world (Wang and Wellman,
2010). Therefore, social media is changing the way in which individuals form
relationships, interact, and thus, can be deemed beneficial in fulfilling the need for
social connection (Kross et al., 2013).

Despite differing in quality and resemblance (Agnew, 2014), romantic relationships
can generally be defined as mutually acknowledged ongoing expressions of affection
(Collins et al., 2009). As individuals are now open to new ways of meeting romantic
partners, with potential romance stemming from online connections (Blunt-Vinti et al.,
2016), the impact of social media use on romantic relationships is fundamental.
Relationships were found to be facilitated by Facebook as a means in which
communication is enabled (Fox et al., 2013), and romance is initiated and
progressed (Yang et al., 2014).

The impact of social media use on romantic relationships is an important concept to
consider, as negative experiences in romantic relationships, particularly in early
adulthood, can lead to problems in psychological functioning over time (Kansky and
Allen, 2018). Additionally, improving romantic relationships has beneficial outcomes
for individual mental health (Braithwaite and Holt-Lunstad, 2017), and declines in
externalizing behaviours (Kansky and Allen, 2018).
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Jealousy and other forms of controlling behaviour, such as password sharing, may
occur as potential behavioural outcomes of using social media whilst in a relationship
(Van Ouytsel et al., 2016). Jealousy may arise from the idea that online actions are
deemed purposeful as “liking” or “favouriting” content is seen as a way to initiate
engagement with others (Marwick and Boyd, 2014). Van Ouytsel et al. (2016) also
revealed that liking a post from another user was a way in which romantic interest
was expressed, subsequently leading to private messages being sent through the
chosen online platform. Therefore, research provides a useful insight into how social
media may impact romantic relationships through jealousy and controlling behaviour.
However, this insight is limited as Van Ouytsel et al. (2016) failed to assess the
sexual orientation of participants, thus it is unknown whether perceptions of sexual
minority groups differ to views from a heteronormative perspective.

Additionally, it is important to note that the type of social media site may have more
of an impact on romantic relationships when compared to others. For example,
Snapchat is a form of social media with users sending pictures and videos, with or
without text, to friends, that once opened, disappear within seconds (Vaterlaus et al.,
2016). Due to the private nature in which messages are deleted immediately and
involuntarily without a trace, Snapchat has been found to be a cause for concern
amongst numerous individuals, having negative consequences within romantic
relationships (Utz et al., 2015). It is seen as a platform for sending explicit, sexual
images to one another, without essentially being ‘caught’ (Vaterlaus et al., 2016).
Thus, interactions on one social media site may be deemed more impactful than
interactions on others. Vaterlaus et al. (2016) provided a good starting point in
revealing the perceived role of Snapchat behaviours in young adult relationships, but
a wider focus is needed to reveal whether potential positive impacts exist, rather
than solely focusing on negative impacts.

On the other hand, Utz et al. (2015) reported that only 13% of young adults admitted
to using the site for sending sexual or explicit images. Although these findings could
be a result of social desirability bias, Bayer et al. (2016) also emphasised the lack of
explicit image sharing, through revealing that the majority of Snapchat users send
mundane or humorous, non-sensitive content. Snapchat contains a feature in which
an individual has a list of ‘best friends’, the users who they interact with the most
(Vaterlaus et al., 2016). The best friends feature can induce feelings of jealousy and
upset, particularly when a partner is not at the top of their partner’s best friends list,
as concerns arise from the private nature of this site (Vaterlaus et al., 2016). This
research implies that Snapchat is perceived by many as a potential avenue in which
relational deviance can occur. Nonetheless, not all social media sites pose such
threats as Twitter, a microblogging site in which the maijority of interactions remain
public, may thus be regarded as less threatening in nature, despite users still having
the option to send messages in private (Marwick and Boyd, 2010).

Moreover, social media has been found to encourage damaging behaviours within a
relationship such as infidelity and flirting with others (Abbasi and Alghamdi, 2017).
Clayton et al. (2013) discovered an increase in potential negative relationship
outcomes including relational deviance, such as emotional cheating, when Facebook
usage was increased. The recent use of social media in this way has led to
confusion around what truly defines infidelity (Schneider et al., 2012). In the light of
social media, although limited to an online world, online interactions with others in a
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flirtatious, sexual manner can lead to negative impact on romantic relationships,
including broken trust (Schneider et al., 2012). Infidelity can either be sexual, where
one engages in sexual relations with an individual other than their partner, or
emotional, where deep, romantic connections are formed with another individual
(Frederick and Fales, 2016). Both types of infidelity are enabled through social
media, from sending explicit, sexual images on Snapchat (Vaterlaus et al., 2016), to
forming romantic connections through online interactions with others (Yang et al.,
2014). As people interact through social media in order to maintain existing
relationships (Young, 2011), the nature of these relationships remains unknown and
discrete (Vaterlaus et al., 2016).

The ambiguous nature of online contact expands opportunities for dishonesty (Arora
and Scheiber, 2017). Frederick and Fales (2016) found differences amongst gay,
bisexual and heterosexual males’ opinions on infidelity, suggesting that gay and
bisexual men were possibly more accepting of a sexual non-exclusivity than
heterosexual males. This suggests that certain individuals may be less impacted by
their partner interacting with others through social media, but as research tends to
take a heteronormative view, with predominantly heterosexual samples across much
research in this field (Blunti-Vinti et al., 2016; Mod, 2010; Tokunaga, 2011), this
pattern remains a mystery. Thus, it would be a worthy addition to current research to
gain opinions from individuals of varying sexual orientations.

Moreover, social media users have been found to continually monitor others through
investigating the digital traces they leave online, such as comments on a photo
(Marwick, 2012). Social media is therefore a means of monitoring others, gaining
information about their online and offline behaviours (Tokunaga, 2011) in a way that
is deemed socially acceptable (Utz and Beukeboom, 2011). Monitoring behaviour is
facilitated and somewhat normalised through the sharing of passwords as a
common, expected sign of trust and commitment to one’s partner (Van Ouytsel et al.,
2016). What would have once been deemed unnecessary and excessive, is now
deemed to be typical, standard behaviour (Andrejevic, 2002). As interactions
between users can be seen, and often interpreted as threatening, this leads to
jealousy within relationships and a desire to further investigate these interactions
(Van Ouytsel et al., 2016). Muise et al. (2009) proposed the existence of a feedback
loop whereby ambiguous information that individuals see on social media creates
suspicion, subsequently leading to jealousy, which then leads to more profile visits to
gain further information. However, Muise et al. (2009) discovered this feedback loop
to be common in Facebook users and thus, whether this behaviour exists within
other social media platforms is unknown.

On the other hand, social media may have beneficial impacts in that certain
individuals experience increased happiness and a sense of certainty within their
relationships through public expressions of love, such as posting photos of a
romantic partner (Mod, 2010). These public displays of affection were seen as
progressive steps in relationships and as a way of deterring others from flirting (Mod,
2010). Unlike other research, Mod (2010) provided an insight into the positive impact
that social media has on relationships. However, like much of the other research
discussed, there is a sole focus on the impact of Facebook alone and a sample
consisting of heterosexual individuals only. Thus, it is unknown whether other social
media platforms and differing sexualities would generate similar results.



Page 6 of 21

Sternberg (1986) proposed The Triangular Theory of Love in that different
combinations of the three main components; passion, intimacy, and commitment,
form 8 different types of love. These types of love include consummate love, or in
other words, complete love, consisting of all three components, or non-love, referring
to an absence of all three components (Sternberg, 1986). Thus, if one component is
affected, the type of love the relationship holds is also affected. With regards to
social media, it could potentially restrict or enable the experience of complete love, a
love that many individuals strive to achieve (Sternberg, 1986).

With new social media gaining popularity (Vaterlaus et al., 2016), and much of
current research focusing exclusively on one social media site in particular, such as
Facebook (Muise et al., 2009), findings may be limited. The rationale for the current
study will therefore be to focus on social media as a whole, acknowledging whether
various social media sites provoke different impacts. Research also tends to focus
largely on negative aspects of social media (Abbasi and Alghamdi, 2017; Clayton et
al., 2013; Muise et al., 2009). Therefore, the present research recognised the
importance of widening the focus to allow participants to reveal both positive and
negative impacts of social media. Across much of the research discussed there is
gap in that often a heteronormative perspective is taken (Blunti-Vinti et al., 2016;
Mod, 2010; Tokunaga, 2011). Thus, the current study will set out to consider the
impact of social media amongst relationships of varying sexual orientations.
Therefore, the current research aims to gain an insight into the positive and negative
impacts of social media use on romantic relationships.

The research question for the present study is:
“‘How does social media use have an impact on romantic relationships?”

Method

Participants

An opportunity sample recruited 4 male students and 4 female students, between the
ages of 19 and 23 years old, from Manchester Metropolitan University (MMU).
Subjects were sent an email with a participant information sheet attached, inviting
them to participate in the study (See appendix 9). The sample size was deemed
adequate as qualitative sample sizes tend to be smaller (Dworkin, 2012), with as
little as 5 participants producing large enough volumes of data (Ayres, 2007). As
research needed to account for varying sexual orientations, the sample consisted of
one bisexual male, one gay male, two heterosexual males, one bisexual female, one
gay female, and two heterosexual females, who were known to the researcher
through mutual friends. The inclusion criteria required participants to be active users
of at least one social media site and currently be in a romantic relationship. The
exclusion criteria were therefore anyone whose marital status were single, and
individuals who were not active users of at least one social media site. The reasons
for these criteria were that single participants may give biased opinions when
reflecting upon past relationships or be unable to reflect at all depending on
relationship history. Additionally, nonusers of social media could not provide detail on
its impact.
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Data Collection

The present study adopted an interpretivist epistemological position in which reality
is seen as a socially constructed concept, formed through individuals making sense
of their own social realities (Tuli, 2010). To explore how social media use impacts
romantic relationships, the data collection method deemed most suitable in
answering this research question was qualitative semi-structured interviewing
(Banister et al., 2011). This method was fundamental in gaining extensive, high
quality data by enabling participants to reveal their experiences, opinions, and
perceptions (Peters and Halcomb, 2015) through open-ended questioning and
follow-up queries (Adams, 2015). This flexible conversation allows interesting
matters to be followed up so that the breadth of information being collected and
analysed, is increased (Adams, 2015).

Initial exploration of research by Van Ouytsel et al. (2016) provided ideas for
potential questioning as their study investigated the role of social networking in
young adult romantic relationships. The interview schedule (See appendix 6)
consisted of 12 pre-determined questions regarding information about participant’s
experiences of social media use within relationships, such as ‘Can you describe how
important you think it is for your partner to post photos of you on social media?’ and
‘What is your attitude towards the surveillance of a partner’s social media?’.
Alongside planned questions, spontaneous questioning was implemented to develop
answers further and gain additional information. Awkward questions were asked
nearer the end of interviews as this was deemed essential in allowing time for a
rapport to be built with the researcher, enabling the participant to feel more
comfortable and confident in their answers being of genuine interest (Adams, 2015).
Participants were interviewed within their chosen environment, with all 8 participants
choosing their home as their preferred setting. This increased familiarity and
convenience, creating a relaxed environment for free-flowing conversation. A total of
8 semi-structured interviews, ranging from 30 to 60 minutes long, were conducted
and transcribed verbatim (see appendix 7). It was considered essential to use
verbatim transcription for analysing and interpreting verbal data (Halcomb and
Davidson, 2006). Interviews were recorded using an iPhone, and recordings were
deleted once transcribed onto a password protected laptop.

Data Analysis

The analysis method used in the present study was thematic analysis, a means in
which the researcher can identify key themes that arise within the data (Braun and
Clarke, 2006), and the frequency in which they arise (Joffe and Yardley, 2004). This
method requires the researcher to scrutinise the transcripts and identify areas of
interest that arise during the interview in order to organise data into themes (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was deemed the most suitable method for
identifying and summarising key aspects of the data. An inductive data-driven
approach to thematic analysis was adopted, acquiring semantic themes from explicit,
surface meanings of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The thematic analysis was
carried out in accordance with the guidelines set out by Braun and Clarke (2006).
This process required familiarisation with the data, followed by a generation of codes
such as ‘lack of trust’ and ‘monitoring behaviour’ (See appendix 7). From these
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codes, the researcher carefully searched for themes. Themes were refined, labelled,
and later reviewed and defined with the use of a thematic map (See appendix 8).

Ethics

Numerous ethical considerations were of particular relevance to this study (See
appendix 1). Informed consent was gained through consent forms (See appendix 3)
and participant information sheets (See appendix 4) given prior to the interview.
Confidentiality and the right to withdraw were addressed clearly at the start of the
interview and although the extent of confidentiality was limited as the analysis
required discussion of participants’ answers, names were replaced by pseudonyms
to respect anonymity. Upon completion of the interview, participants were thanked
and given a debriefing information sheet (see appendix 5). In the unlikely event of a
participant becoming emotional during the interview, the protocol would be for the
researcher to offer support and provide the subject with the opportunity to
discontinue the interview or take a break. Thus, the current study was carried out in
accordance with The British Psychological Society (2018) ethical guidelines and
those set out by MMU (See appendix 1).

Analysis and Discussion

A thematic analysis looked at gaining an understanding of the impact of social media
use on romantic relationships. From analysing the data, three distinct themes were
assembled: interpretation of online actions, digital trace surveillance, and formation
and maintenance of romance. These three themes are detailed below, with
supporting interview segments and references to appropriate research and theory
throughout.

Interpretation of online actions

Perceived
threat to
relationship

Interpretation
of online
actions

Existing level
of trust

Figure 1: A visual overview of the thematic refinement of the theme ‘Interpretation of
online actions’.

Participants expressed mutual confusion when interpreting online actions, often
inferring these actions in relation to existing levels of trust and the perceived threat to
the relationship. Due to the ambiguous nature of online behaviours, the motives and
outcomes of online actions remain unknown.

Several participants considered online actions to be purposeful, and often interpreted
these actions negatively, evoking feelings of jealousy and upset.
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“.. lreally do trust him, but it just makes me feel a bit shit when he’s
liking someone else’s photo.” (Penelope, lines 119-120).

“.. It’s weird because I do trust him but if he’s liking someone else’s
photo he’s obviously trying to get their attention.” (Ken, lines 188-189).

“... If you fancy someone then you tend to like a lot of their posts, so
obviously if my girlfriend likes another girl’s photo it’s going to be a
cause for concern because she obviously fancies them more than me”
(Lucy, lines 82-84).

Participants experienced feelings of jealousy and a change in mood when witnessing
their partners interactions with others, regardless of existing levels of trust. In
accordance with findings from Marwick and Boyd (2014), participants considered
‘liking’ to be purposeful, as a way to gain someone’s attention. Participants believed
they could interpret underlying motives for online actions, and subsequently deemed
these actions to be threatening.

Furthermore, Lucy expressed a belief that ‘liking’ someone’s photo was suggestive
of her partner being more attracted to others. This could have a detrimental impact
on the relationship, as the passion component of love may be missing if she feels
that her partner is no longer as attracted to her, meaning that complete love is
unachievable (Sternberg, 1986). Additionally, Zurbriggen et al. (2016) similarly
revealed the nature in which interactions on social media are widely visible,
suggesting that sensitive management of online interactions is crucial for the
progression of blossoming relationships.

On the other hand, other participants believed that interpreting online actions in a
negative way suggested that there were no existing levels of trust and that to
consider this behaviour as an action of infidelity was wrong.

“I think accusing a partner of doing wrong just for liking someone’s
photo is ridiculous. There’s obviously no trust there.” (Bethany, lines 55-
56).

“It pisses me off when she questions me about why I've added this
person or that person because it’s like what reason is there not to trust
me?” (Pierre, lines 35-36).

Pierre and Bethany both expressed frustrations around how individuals respond to
interactions with others online with suspicions of dishonesty as a default response,
regardless of trust. This finding supports research by Muise et al. (2009) in that
online information remains ambiguous, generating suspicion and a desire to seek
further information.

However, these responses challenge findings from Darvell et al. (2011), which imply
that trust plays a major role in the investigation of online actions, with less trust in
one’s partner resulting in an increased number of investigations of online behaviour.
Nevertheless, a response from one participant does suggest agreement with these
findings.
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“I'd say my girls quite chill. We’ve been together so long now I think we
both just completely trust each other by this point...” (Roger, lines 38-39).

Roger expressed a sense of contentment and security that comes with a long- term
relationship and that suspicions around online actions rely on the level of trust. As
Sternberg (1986) expressed the importance of the commitment component of love,
the solidification of this component through high levels of trust is a vital element in
gaining consummate love.

On the other hand, Jacline expressed how her suspicions resulted in discovering her
partner’s infidelity.

“Well | had my suspicions because she was at the top of his best
friends. Then two weeks later | found out he’d cheated on me with her.”
(Jacline, lines 88-89).

Arora and Schieber (2017) expressed that the nature of social media expands
opportunities for dishonesty, thus, Jacline provided supportive evidence implying the
use of social media as a means to be dishonest and unfaithful in romantic
relationships.

Similarly, another participant revealed a situation in which social media facilitated
such dishonesty.

“My girlfriend sent me a screenshot once of a girl’s photo and asked me
why I'd liked it. | didn’t really know the answer but there was no
malicious intent like she was making out. | have to try be understanding
because she was cheated on in her past relationship and I think she’s
just paranoid about these things.” (Mike, lines 109-112).

Mike implied that the influence of past relationships plays a role in the
misinterpretation of online actions. If the commitment component of love is
threatened through the use of social media as a means of facilitating infidelity, then
complete love is not possible (Sternberg, 1986).

Overall, the interpretation of online actions is often harmful for romantic relationships,
highlighting broken trust and hindering chances of attaining complete love
(Sternberg, 1986).

Digital trace surveillance

Reaction to
new features

Digital trace
surveillance

Invasion of
privacy
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Figure 2: A visual overview of the thematic refinement of the theme ‘Digital trace
surveillance’.

A common matter discussed by participants was the surveillance of digital traces.
The reaction to new features including Snapchat location, and the invasion of
privacy, were both frequently discussed with regards to digital trace surveillance.

Several female participants implied the surveillance of online behaviours to be a
common, every day behaviour, that can be indicative of underlying issues.

“I quite often look at when she was last active because say she’s online,
but she hasn’t replied to me yet then there’s obviously an issue.” (Lucy,
lines 53-54)

“... would know he was ignoring me if his score went up because that
would mean he was replying to others and not me....” (Penelope, lines 56-
58).

“... I'll use my ex-boyfriend as an example. | would see different girls on
his snapchat best friends all the time and his score would go up when
he wasn’t replying to me. That’s how | knew something was up. It wasn’t
nice knowing he was giving other people attention...” (Jacline, lines 58-
61).

Jacline had a particular tendency to monitor the best friend feature and snapchat
score, coming to her own conclusions about not getting the same attention as others.
This finding supports research by Vaterlaus (2016) as the best friend feature was
found to induce feelings of jealousy and upset. Numerous participants demonstrated
a tendency to adopt monitoring behaviours to see when their partner was online.
There was a common belief amongst these participants that if their partner was
online but not responding to their messages, then they were being ignored. These
opinions were suggestive of unwritten rules about what the features of social media
meant, with many behaviours highlighting underlying issues. The use of monitoring
these features revealed information about offline behavioural intent, supporting
Tokunaga’s (2011) idea of monitoring behaviour as a means of gaining information
about both online and offline behaviours.

Similarly, Ken expressed that he also habitually looked at the location feature for
information about whether he was being ignored.

“I'm quite bad for looking at his location...it tells you when they were
last seen and where... if we’d had an argument, I’d know he was ignoring
me if he’d been seen recently.” (Ken, lines 23-25).

However, Ken implied that he did not consider this behaviour acceptable, thus

contradicting findings from Utz and Beukeboom (2011) that discovered surveillance
to be considered socially acceptable. This routine surveillance of behaviour poses a
threat to the commitment component of love (Sternberg 1986) as participants doubt
their partners commitment to the relationship. Commitment has been found to be an
extremely important component in romantic relationships, as a longitudinal analysis
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by Dush and Amato (2005) revealed that the shift into a more committed relationship
resulted in improvements in subjective well-being.

Similarly, another participant acknowledged the invasion of privacy that comes with
the surveillance of online behaviours but deemed this behaviour habitual.

“I feel like it’s very invasive when people look at what their partners
doing all the time, but it is a habit. Like I'll do it without thinking.”
(Bethany, 146- 147).

Bethany believed surveillance to be invasive yet compulsive, as almost part of her
daily routine, supporting findings from Marwick (2012), emphasising how monitoring
of digital traces is habitual and continual.

The majority of male participants tended to have differing opinions. Rather than
considering surveillance as a typical behaviour, it was deemed quite harmful, and a
sign of underlying problems within the relationship.

“There’s just no way I'd ever let her have my password. I’'m not hiding
anything obviously | just think that’s well possessive.” (Mike, lines 48-
49).

Mike expressed that although his online actions were innocent, rather than revealing
his password to prove this, he felt this was detrimental, therefore contradicting the
idea that sharing passwords is common and expected (Van Ouytsel et al., 2016).
Nonetheless, this finding does agree with the idea from Van Ouytsel et al. (2016)
that the sharing of passwords was a behaviour representative of trust.

Similarly, Pierre highlighted the importance of privacy, and how it is limited due to the
nature of social media.

“I do think that some privacy is important, because you still need to be
your own person. But you can’t stop them from seeing what you do on
social media unless it’s through private messages. Otherwise, it’s easy
to see who someone’s interacting with.” (Pierre, lines 123-125).

Pierre emphasised the restriction of privacy within social media, providing support for
research from Arora and Schieber (2017) as they discovered a tendency for
individuals to deem privacy to only be of importance when with regards to private
messages. As messages remain private, digital traces remain ambiguous, and it is
this ambiguity that can influence feelings of jealousy within romantic relationships
(Muise et al., 2009).

“People get obsessive with checking their partner’s location or seeing
when they were last online. | think if someone’s doing that then the
relationship clearly won’t last.” (Roger 170-172).

Roger noted that the surveillance of digital traces becomes obsessive and
detrimental to the relationship. This implies the existence of a feedback loop as
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proposed by Muise et al. (2009) with suspicion leading to frequent profile visits
across numerous social media sites.

Generally, the responses demonstrated differing opinions between genders
regarding the surveillance of digital traces, as the majority of female participants
were more accepting of this behaviour, yet male participants were commonly
against. This finding is in accordance with Muise et al. (2014) as they discovered the
existence of gender differences in that women engaged in monitoring behaviour
more than men.

Formation and maintenance of romance

, ; Overcomin
Enabling Formation and o tog
connections maintenance of oy
communication

romance

Figure 3: A visual overview of the thematic refinement of the theme ‘formation and
maintenance of romance’

A further impact, which the majority of participant’s highlighted as a positive impact,
was that social media was a means of enabling connections and overcoming barriers
to communication, leading to the formation and maintenance of romance.

“It’s super easy to get talking to someone now. | can’t imagine what it
was like in the old days. Now you can just add them on snapchat or
follow them on Insta.” (Mike, lines 50-51)

Mike expressed the ease in which romantic relationships are formed through social
media, supporting evidence from Blunt-Vinti et al. (2016). Participants also
expressed that it takes away some of the pressure of initiating romance in person.

“... it’s quite daunting going up to someone and being like hey you’re
cute. Like no one does that. It’s a lot less pressure if you start
communication online... | feel like social media is the modern way of

dating.” (Lucy, 30- 33).

“l added her on Facebook and we’d just chat every day after school.
Until | plucked up the courage to actually speak to her face. | was very
shy back then...” (Roger, lines 32-33).

Both Lucy and Roger highlighted social media to encourage communication,
regarding it the modern way of dating and suggesting that social media helps
overcome barriers to communication including shyness. This finding supports
research from Yang et al. (2014) that highlighted social media as a platform
facilitating the initiation and progression of romantic connections. Moreover,
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Korchmaros et al., (2015) expressed that the internet is beneficial for individuals who
experience difficulty forming romantic relationships due to weak social skills and can
potentially use the internet to tackle these issues.

Similarly, Bethany implied that it enables a different type of connection, one without
fear.

“You get to know each other on a deeper level because when you’re
behind a screen its not as nerve wracking... you can let your walls down
a lot.” (Bethany, lines 25-27).

This can therefore be beneficial in terms of strengthening the intimacy component of
love (Sternberg, 1986) as participants felt especially connected and close to one
another, thus encouraging consummate love to be achieved. Numerous participants
similarly highlighted the ability in which social media can enable connections to one
another and help maintain the relationship.

“...it’s really good for keeping in contact with one another all the time,
especially if you are going to go a long time without seeing one
another... it just makes you feel really connected.” (Penelope, lines 149-
152).

“He followed me on Instagram, but he lived quite far so it ended up
being quite a while before we met. But by that point we’d messaged
every day and I felt like | already knew him super well.” (Ken, lines 139-
141).

“...We knew each other already but adding each other on snapchat and
sending each other funny messages just made us a lot closer.” (Pierre,
lines 20-21).

Participants further highlighted the intensity of bonds formed online, again
strengthening the intimacy component needed for consummate love (Sternberg,
1986). It is evident that individuals are open to meeting romantic partners through
the use of social media, supporting research from Blunt-Vinti et al. (2016). It is also
important to note that a beneficial impact of social media, that is common throughout
this research, is the ability it has to bring people closer together, forming stronger
bonds and connections.

However, it was not always seen as a beneficial aspect of social media. Jacline
spoke of the ease of forming romance as a negative impact.

“...He was flirting with other people right under my nose. I just couldn’t
physically see it.” (Jacline, lines 89-90).

This finding supports the suggestion of social media being a platform for
opportunities of dishonesty to arise (Arora and Schieber 2017), and for romantic
interest to be initiated (Van Ouytsel et al., 2016). Thus, posing a threat to the
commitment component of love (Sternberg, 1986), also found to be an important
factor for well-being (Dush and Amato, 2005).
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Therefore, social media can be beneficial in enabling relationships to be formed and
allowing individuals to overcome barriers to communication. However, when social
media is used to form connections outside of the relationship, problems may arise.

Overall, the analysis revealed findings that generally support research from Van
Ouytsel et al. (2016) as social media allowed romance to form, and as online actions
were heavily monitored and often interpreted as threatening. Findings also provide
evidence to suggest that romantic relationships may be impacted in the sense that
the three components required for complete love; intimacy, passion, and
commitment (Sternberg, 1986), may all be impacted by the use of social media, thus
impacting the type of love the relationship consists of. Opinions across diverse
sexual orientations tended not to differ, however the majority of female attitudes
tended to differ from male attitudes in certain themes.

Limitations

It is key to acknowledge the limitations of this study. A main methodological
consideration within this study is that mistakes can be made with thematic analysis
as meticulous implementation and epistemological positioning is needed, yet due to
the ‘easy-to-use’ nature of this method, mistakes often arise (Willing, 2013). Thus,
how efficiently the thematic analysis is employed determines usefulness (Braun and
Clarke, 2006).

Another methodological consideration is that semi-structured interviews can
encourage social desirability bias (Mcintosh and Morse, 2015), affecting the validity
of responses. Participants were aware of the nature of the study and conscious that
responses were analysed. Thus, participant’s may have reserved information that
they believed would portray them in a negative light such as accusing their partner of
infidelity.

Moreover, as data was obtained from one person within each relationship,
information may be biased in favour of making that individual come across in a
particularly favourable way. Thus, future research should make use of dyadic
interviews to add value to existing research (Polak and Green, 2016) and gain a
more truthful, deeper representation of the impact of social media on relationships.

Furthermore, applying The Triangular Theory of Love to findings of this study has
provided some useful insights into how social media impacts the elements of love in
relationships. However, it is important to consider that this theory offers a simplistic
overview of what elements encompass love and does not exhaust the polysemous
nature of diverse types of romantic relationships (Lomas, 2018).

Concluding Remarks

When considering the real-life application of these findings, it is important to reiterate
the impact of romantic relationships on wellbeing (Braithwaite and Holt- Lunstad,
2017). With knowledge of both positive and negative impacts of social media use on
romantic relationships, in addition to the knowledge from previous research (Van
Ouytsel et al., 2016), there is practical application in that research can inform
intervention efforts to help manage the negative impacts of damaging behaviours,
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such as surveillance. Research could help provide a means of encouraging
happiness in romantic relationships, as it could help specialists develop strategies
that enable trust in a relationship and raise awareness about what online behaviours
should be regarded as healthy and acceptable. This would be valuable in terms of
encouraging positive well-being and enhancing mental health (Braithwaite and Holt-
Lunstad, 2017).

Overall, the current study provided a valuable insight demonstrating both positive
and negative impacts of social media use on romantic relationships. Additionally,
opinions of individuals of varying sexual preferences tend to be in agreement with
one another. However, further research utilising dyadic interviews could generate a
stronger finding to support the present research.

Reflexivity

A qualitative approach was employed within the current study, allowing me as the
researcher to explore the impact of social media use on romantic relationships. The
importance of reflecting both personally and epistemologically was expressed by
Willig (2013).

The current research was something that | personally felt interested in due to my
own previous experiences in which social media impacted romantic relationships.
However, | had never considered whether this impact was common to others, and
whether this impact could be positive. As social media has increasingly become
incorporated into daily life, | was intrigued by the way in which individuals use social
media to form and maintain romantic relationships. | personally believe a major gap
in the research that needed addressing was that many studies adopt a
heteronormative perspective.

Regardless of my interest in this area, my aim was to remain neutral and avoid
influencing the participants’ responses. Berger (2015) highlighted the importance of
self-monitoring the impact of one’s own biases, beliefs and experiences. After
reading Le Vasseur’s (2003) work on adopting a curious perspective, | decided to

employ bracketing as an attempt to stay neutral and enhance the focus of my
research. This meant going into the field of research disregarding preconceived
outlooks or thoughts surrounding the impact of social media usage on romantic
relationships and avoiding letting personal experiences produce bias. Nonetheless, |
discovered that essentially trying to dismiss any existing opinions on this subject was
difficult to truly achieve. Additionally, when transcribing the interviews, | recognised
missed opportunities for further follow-up questions. However, as | noticed this issue
at an early stage of the research, | focused on avoiding any further missed
opportunities for the remaining interviews. The thematic analysis revealed some
worthy themes providing a valuable insight into the impact of social media use on
romantic relationships.

| was aware of the fact that upset could have been caused by certain questioning
regarding times in which social media may have caused issues within an individual’s
relationship. Thus, whilst presenting myself in an impartial, unbiased manner, |
deemed it essential to have a friendly presence and leave uncomfortable questions
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to the end of the interview, allowing time for a rapport to be built and for the
participant to feel more comfortable and open.

This research has allowed me to conclude that social media is heavily involved in
both the formation and maintenance of modern relationships, with both positive and
negative impacts on these romantic relationships.
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